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ABSTRACT

The case study evaluated how students worked in distributed cross-cultural teams with an intervention called BrainSpace. This method allows sharing explicit knowledge, and ensures that all participants gain tacit knowledge within a collaborative process. The research was undertaken in a graduate-level course where students from US and Japan worked in a team to create a product requested by an industrial sponsor. Based on cultural differences the students’ initiative to collaborate gradually faded. Instead of a mutual engagement that led to knowledge creation, only the lower level of a web-based coordination was reached. Related on an activity theoretical scheme it is shown how the aspect of creating a product became more important than knowledge creation. Upon these findings some recommendations to improve computer supported collaborative learning in cross-cultural teams have been made. As corporations face increasing demands to collaborate internationally, it is important to learn how these distributed teams can maximize knowledge sharing and innovation. A challenge for higher education is preparing students for this distributed collaboration. Since universities often focus on models that support individual learning, there is a need to adapt by adopting more collaborative learning instruction in the classroom. In this development, information and communication technologies (ICT) also plays an important role in supporting learning and teaching.

This paper describes how students worked in distributed cross-cultural teams with an intervention called BrainSpace (Büsser/Ninck 2003), a method that enhances collaborative learning and knowledge creation. The research was undertaken in a graduate-level engineering course where students from different universities worked in teams to create a product requested by an industry sponsor. Based on the results, recommendations are made to enhance learning using collaboration in cross-cultural, distributed teams. First, it is important to learn about intercultural communication at the start of the course. Based on the student’s awareness of cultural differences, they would be able to better analyze and judge their own ongoing collaboration with others. An institutional structure should make clear the common vision of the participating universities. 

To start and enable a collaboration process within a distributed team it is important to integrate the heterogeneous groups with alternative world views and different perspectives and to make known each other and build trust and commitment. It is also important to structure and pace the process related to the time restriction, and to provide a shared space by mediating appropriate tools for collaboration. BrainSpace is built upon these recommendations, and this study shows that there is a need for such a method in web based environments. 
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