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Abstract: Globally Networked Learning Environments (GNLE) allow for
exposure to different cultures and international learning based on online
communication and technology. This paper presents a case of GNLE, the
Global Collaborative Engineering course, and explores the dimensions of
intercultural competency development in students as well as participation
of and program conduct for students with diverse backgrounds as an
alternative to traditional study abroad. Whereas both aspects are much
discussed in research, they are not fully addressed and realized for the
presented case. Suggestions will be made on how to change this status
quo.

Introduction and Research Questions

Environments for Globally Networked Learning (GNLE) and its European sister concept
of Virtual Mobility (VM) (Villar-Onrubia and Rajpal 2015) have been said to have
similar effects as traditional study abroad participation. Specifically, studies posit that
students engaged in GNLE as an experiential learning format increase their content
knowledge as well as their intercultural and transdisciplinary competencies (de Kraker,
Corvers, Ivens, Lansu and Dam-Mieras 2007, Herrington 2010, MacLeod, Yang and Xu
2016, Op de Beeck and Van Petegem 2010, Tereseviciene and Volungeviciene 2013,
Villar-Onrubia and Rajpal 2015), all of which are also afforded by study abroad.
However, some contest the assumption that intercultural sensitivity development in
GNLEs takes place automatically and point to power imbalances (Bégin-Caouette 2013)
and the need to include opportunities for student reflection into the curriculum in order to
prevent stereotyping and attain the goal of intercultural understanding (Boehm, Kurthen
and Aniola-Jedrezejek 2010).

What is more, many authors and policy makers discuss GNLE as a vital option for
students who do not have the means or capabilities to physically move and study abroad
(Marcillo-Gomez and Desilus 2016, Risner and Kumar 2016) thus broadening the scope
of participation in institutional efforts to develop skill sets needed in students to work and
live in a globalized world. Therefore, GNLEs offer the opportunity for “higher education
institutions for a renewal of social responsibility within the university” (Wilson 2010,
187).
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With my exploratory study, I intend to investigate if and how the domain of intercultural
competency development has been considered as a constitutive element by the academic
facilitators who design and conduct the “Global Collaborative Engineering Program” at a
German institution of higher education together with partner universities in the US and
China. What is more, the question arises whether the inclusion of a more diverse student
body that embraces those who would not be able to pursue traditional study abroad
represents a motivation for the facilitators of the program. Also, the project seeks to find
out about students’ motivations and if these were directed by dimensions of access to an
international educational experience as a substitute for study abroad. In this way, the
study applies findings and theoretical considerations from previous research to the given
case and broadens the base of the emerging body of knowledge on GNLE:s.

Global Collaborative Engineering Program: Case Study Description

The case addresses a program which is realized among three universities in Germany,
China and the United States. Small groups of undergraduate students (about eight per
institution) can participate in the program which takes place over the course of one
semester to learn about automotive engineering aspects. Specifically, students engage in
project-based work to design the frame and interior of a vehicle. For this task, the
transnational cohort is divided into subgroups of three to four students in which each
nationality is represented. The subgroups are in charge of the design for one of the three
markets (the German, Chinese, and US). Each week the self-directed group
collaborations are supplemented with online video lectures by professors from each
university and guest speakers. Grading is based on self-study progress, team project
progress and a final presentation (Global Collaborative Engineering). The student
subgroups are supported by graduate students throughout the course of program.

Methods

To gather insights into the motivations and perspectives of both academic facilitators and
students involved in the program, data collection for the case study will be based on
qualitative semi-structured interviews. This will render a concise frame to the interviews
while at the time same allowing for individuals’ free elaborations. Data analysis will
unfold along categories and common topical threats that emerge from the contents.

Expected Results

Professors and graduate students who facilitate the program assume the development of
intercultural competencies through mere transnational contact and collaboration. Explicit
tasks that foster intercultural understanding are not structurally embedded in the program,
and impediments like lack of individual student reflection or stereotyping in this process
remain unaddressed. Motivations for program conduct, however, encompass the
development of these skills in students. Program facilitators are interested in offering a
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content-rich and collaborative international course that is open to all students of
engineering, but have not regarded the program as a mechanism for students with diverse
backgrounds to have an international experience as a substitute for traditional study
abroad. Students participate in the program for a variety of reasons with one being
international learning (through experience and collaboration). Moreover, some students
specifically decided to take the course as they see no other option for themselves to go
abroad for study, research or gaining an international work experience.

Implications and Conclusion

In order to strengthen and ensure the development of intercultural understanding in
students, tasks that stimulate individual and group reflection about differences in
behaviors and attitudes should be systematically integrated into the curriculum. What is
more, the potential of the course as a viable alternative to traditional study abroad needs
to be clearly articulated and promoted to students. These measures would enhance the
institution’s efforts in educating students (with diverse backgrounds) to become global
citizens.
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