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Abstract—Globalization of our modern economies requires a 
workforce that can move easily between time zones and 
cultures. Professors cannot ignore the drastic impact global-
ization has and will place upon engineering students. In 
order to be prepared for a competitive job market and the 
actual requirements of many engineering positions, students 
need to understand the constraints and challenges of work-
ing with colleagues that may live and work in different cul-
tures, countries, languages, and contexts. However, engi-
neering education rarely offers students an opportunity to 
practice the realities of our digital and intercultural working 
environments. This paper outlines one way to offer engi-
neering students with collaborative, international, and in-
tercultural writing projects. Students from a technical writ-
ing course in the United States were paired with engineering 
students in Qatar to develop a set of instructions using mul-
timedia methods. Students learned a great deal from the 
real-world experience of writing and creating a project 
across two continents. 

Index Terms—Intercultural communication, social media, 
teams, technical writing. 

I. INTRODUCTION 
For years engineering employers have lamented the sad 

state of recent-hires’ communication and writing skills. In 
response, universities have rushed to provide new pro-
grams and special courses to prepare engineering students 
for the writing that is required in their field [1]. Several 
universities have recognized the need for specific english 
classes for engineering majors; however, few of the cours-
es are actually taught by engineering professors. In most 
cases, the task of teaching these courses falls to english 
instructors but even more frequently, to adjunct faculty or 
graduate teaching assistants. These university faculty and 
staff are well equipped to teach the nuances of communi-
cation and grammar, but less prepared to teach engineer-
ing genres, discourses, ethics, or practices. 

With all of these concerns, the role of international 
communication in engineering-specific english courses 
can easily be ignored by instructors unfamiliar and un-
comfortable teaching students in such topics. However, 
today’s workplace requires workers that adapt quickly to 
new colleagues and new organizational structures [2], an 
absolute necessity in a field like engineering where work 
is often performed internationally and collaboratively. 
Most instructors in engineering-specific english courses 
resort to relying on technical communication or other en-
gineering-specific textbooks to address genres, ethics, and 
the international aspects of the field, but research suggests 
that these textbooks do a poor job in instructing students 
in the actual practices of Engineering in general [3] and 
international communication of Engineering in specific 

[4]. How can non- engineering faculty and staff overcome 
these hurdles in order to better prepare neophytes for the 
field? 

While pairing writing courses with specific engineering 
courses has been one way of bridging the instructor engi-
neering- knowledge gap amongst english instructors and 
teaching assistants, this is only one aspect of preparing 
students for their future careers. Living and working in a 
globalized world where work happens over thousands of 
miles and multiple time-zones is a reality that our students 
will surely face. Preparing them for this reality by intro-
ducing assignments that require international teams to 
solve problems and create projects do not require disci-
pline-specific knowledge on the part of the instructor, but 
they do provide students with the skills they will need as 
working engineers. This paper explores one way to set up 
such collaborative opportunities and the results of one 
such endeavor.  

II. PROJECT DESIGN 
In order to address the difficulties and complexities 

mentioned in the Introduction, a pilot project was de-
signed to offer students a real- world internation-
al/intercultural experience. While this specific study re-
quired the cooperation of two instructors working at sepa-
rate institutions teaching students that are physically pre-
sent in the classroom, the project could also be modified 
for online students located in a variety of places and time 
zones. 
A. Preparing for the Course 

The pilot study consisted of two technical writing 
courses, one at public university in the United States and 
the other at an American university’s branch campus lo-
cated in Doha, Qatar. The actual selection of the two 
courses proved more complicated than one might assume. 
The Qatar campus, as a branch campus, would simply 
partner with a similar course at the main campus. Howev-
er, in practice this proved to be difficult as instructors with 
busy schedules at both locations were unable to commit to 
the project. In addition, seemingly similar courses had 
different aims and student populations.  

Another US university, unaffiliated with the Qatar 
campus, was identified as a potential study site due to its 
targeted english courses for engineers and its quality tech-
nical writing program. This site was able to provide a 
Graduate Teaching Assistant and an upper-level technical 
writing course to pair with the Qatar upper-level engineer-
ing technical writing course. 

Although the two course instructors were not acquaint-
ed with each other prior to the pilot study, they were able 
to quickly develop rapport and determine various projects, 
assignments, and methodologies in order to pair the cours-
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es and give students an international team writing experi-
ence. 

With the exception of one face-to-face meeting over the 
summer, all correspondence between the instructors was 
conducted using Facebook. This included sending pro-
posed syllabi, articles, and lengthy messages to one anoth-
er. The use of Facebook was a purposeful decision as it 
was assumed that students in the course could choose this 
social media site as a way to similarly correspond and 
collaborate. Of course the added benefit of a site like Fa-
cebook is that students (and instructors) can more easily 
get to know each other by reviewing personal profiles, 
pictures, and interests. 

In order to provide a unified presentation of material 
and coordinate expectations, the same syllabus, textbook, 
readings, and project assignment descriptions were used in 
both classes. This allowed instructors and students the 
same course experience despite being on separate conti-
nents and time zones. The time of the project from initial 
lecture to completed presentations was four weeks. 

B. The Assignment 
Students from the two courses were assigned to interna-

tional teams made of four to five students from each cam-
pus. The Qatar class had fewer students than the US class, 
so only two students from Qatar were assigned to each 
international team. The students were instructed to write a 
set of instructions for an audience of university students. 
The instructions needed to be purposeful and written for 
publication on a university or course website. Graphics 
and a multi-media presentation were required for the set of 
instructions. In addition, the teams were assigned specific 
software and presentation tools in order to create a set of 
instructions for the project. Topics assigned by instructors 
included GoAnimate, ReadCube, Excel graphs, Google 
Docs, Word picture tool, website design software, and 
survey software. 

Students could select any method of multimedia presen-
tation as long as it could be published on the internet. 
Recommended methods included Prezi, PowerPoint, 
YouTube video, PowToon, Google Drive, 280 Slides, and 
SlideRocket. The instructors recognized that some stu-
dents would have to learn the assigned software and vari-
ous presentation methods before completing the projects, 
but the effort in learning the software was a benefit to the 
team and to the students.  

By learning new presentation software, students could 
more easily collaborate with their team members and 
build creative, effective demonstrations. Thus, the project 
allowed students more than the simple opportunity to cre-
ate a set of instructions. They also acquired valuable soft-
ware, project design, and problem solving skills. 
C. Student Collaboration 

A perfect pairing of students in number, major, and 
previous experience was impossible. The US university 
course was similar in structure and objectives but included 
both Engineering majors along with other pre-professional 
fields such as pre-med students. In addition, the US class 
was almost double the size of the Qatar class. The interna-
tional teams reflected these differences with teams con-
structed of more US students than Qatari and a mix of 
Engineering and other majors. 

Students were allowed to select their own modes and 
genres of communication including Skype, Google Docs, 

email, SMS messages, Facebook, etc. This was done in 
order to discover which modes students felt the most com-
fortable with initially and which modes would prove the 
most successful during the course of the project. Instruc-
tors required, however, that whatever mode of communi-
cation students selected all members of the team had to be 
included in each communication. For example, if students 
selected Facebook they would communicate with one an-
other by building a Facebook group message or page so 
that all members could see and respond to all messages. 

Prior to the start of the project, students were instructed 
on several facets of intercultural and collaborative com-
munication. This is one area that similar studies had noted 
deficits [4]. Class discussions and lectures focused on 
cultural stereotypes, international experiences, intercultur-
al experiences, and communication styles. Several articles 
were assigned for students in both courses that addressed 
these issues and gave them a background in intercultural 
studies and communication. 

In order for students to be able to quickly know and feel 
comfortable with one another, students submitted personal 
profiles to their group members that included their name, 
interests, international experience, major, and 
likes/dislikes. After the initial dissemination of personal 
profiles, group members were required to turn in a group 
profile of all the members and detail how the group was 
organized and would communicate. Decisions on leader-
ship, project task division, and presentation were left up to 
the group members. 

III. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Overall, students seemed pleased with the opportunity 

to experience working in an international team during 
their college coursework. Students, for the most part, en-
joyed the experience and all noted that the experiment 
would be valuable for them in their future careers. 

All of the group members in Qatar mentioned commu-
nication as their number one challenge and the contrib-
uting factor of problems that arose in the teams. It was 
found that teams who used alternatives to email, like so-
cial networking sites or Skype, fared far better than teams 
which used only email as the source of communication.  

Similar to other studies recently published, students 
benefited collaboratively from the use of social media [5]. 
Members of teams who used Facebook recounted a better 
working atmosphere, feelings of trust amongst team 
members, and less frustration with time zone and distance. 
Teams who only used email, experienced a greater degree 
of frustration and a general unease with group members 
and the project as a whole. Even after teams were able to 
convince hold-out members to use Facebook after a chal-
lenging week or two of email-only communication, the 
resulting communications were not as successful as 
groups that started communication immediately using 
Facebook, Skype, and other methods along with email.  

All students noted that face-to-face meeting would have 
been best and would have perhaps solved many of the 
group dynamics and communication problems. Of course, 
the ability to meet all team members on an Engineering 
project is not always a real-world possibility in actual 
work scenarios. 

A surprising finding was that some students wanted 
much more oversight by the instructors. While several 
students noted it would have been helpful to require stu-
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dents to copy the instructors on all group emails, a couple 
of students went so far as wanting instructors to follow all 
group communication and take off points if teams mem-
bers went beyond 24 hours of not responding. It is curious 
that some students saw the instructor as a being able (or 
willing!) to review hundreds of emails and keep up with a 
24-hour response time.  

This need to control the time in which students re-
sponded to one another seemed to be more of a concern to 
the Qatari students than the US students. Qatari students 
also claimed that they worked harder than the US stu-
dents, despite being complimentary about one or two 
Americans in each team. 

It could be that the communication issue was not as 
much “a problem” as it was a “learning curve” for stu-
dents working in an international project for the first time. 
They admit that while communication was a major factor 
at the beginning of the project, by the last week, no one in 
either country was complaining about lack of response 
from any team member. 

A few of the students in Qatar also complained that 
they felt the students in the US did not really want to get 
to know them. Both instructors made an effort to assign 
personal and group profiles in order to help the students 
get to know one another at the beginning of the project, 
and while many took the profiles seriously and began ex-
cellent communication on a personal level, other students 
felt that the US students either didn’t care about getting to 
know them or were too busy to commit to using Facebook 
or other social media that would have enabled better so-
cialization. 

In future collaborative projects, it would be beneficial 
to organize the project in much the same way but require 
that groups decide on a way to communicate besides sim-
ple email. It is clear that groups which used Facebook and 
Skype had better experiences and collaborations. In addi-
tion, deliverables should be assigned for the groups to 
complete every few days with one large project at the end 
so that students can cooperate with each other on projects 
and have more communication in the weeks leading up to 
the larger assignment. The quality of work the students 
produced was quite good. The level of professionalism 
and maturity displayed in their final multimedia presenta-
tions was excellent. 

While this collaborative project was only four weeks in 
duration, students would benefit from a course that was 
paired for an entire semester. This would allow teams to 
work on a series of small projects that could culminate in 
a larger presentation or document that could be viewed by 
all the class members on each continent.  

IV. CONCLUSIONS 
Students were very interested in the project and the idea 

of communicating with students a continent away. None 
of the students had previously worked collaboratively with 
students in another country, and the experience seemed a 
valuable one. 

Instructors who may want to conduct a project such as 
this need careful organization and planning with the other 
course instructor. Syllabi for the selected period of time 
should be identical so students in both courses are learning 
the same material and receiving the same lectures during 
the project time period. Instructors also need to be flexible 
and prepared to change assignment details or ancillary 

projects if needed. Instructors should not let the complexi-
ty of organization required for such projects discourage 
them from creating similar international collaborative ex-
periences for their own students, however, because it is 
obvious that students enjoyed and derived benefits from 
the activity.  

While this pilot study was conducted at unaffiliated 
schools, future collaborative efforts would benefit by pair-
ing a course at a branch campus with a course at the main 
campus. This would afford instructors a better chance of 
knowing one another and understanding the university 
culture and students. In addition, this kind of pairing 
would allow for better communication between instructors 
and students and allow students to select a set of instruc-
tions that is relevant to the university system. 

In addition, students should not be graded solely on the 
final project. Working collaboratively across continents is 
complicated, so students should, in addition to the final 
project, also be graded on their individual reflections of 
the activity, personal profile, group member updates, and 
peer reviews. It is also possible to have each student in the 
group assigned a particular part of the project so that indi-
viduals can be graded on their specific efforts as well. 

Overall, this project provides students with valuable 
skills that they will need in the future as working engi-
neers. The ability to communicate with other people locat-
ed in various countries is a skill most students have little 
chance to practice during college courses. Providing stu-
dents with experiences similar to this one enriches their 
education and better prepares them for the world they will 
live and work in as engineers. 
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