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The need for collaboration and cultural 
understanding 

 

• From academic environment perspective: 
“discipline-specific and  interdisciplinary collaboration with a professional approach” 

[…] “participate in national and international collaboration on research and 
development”[1] 

 

• From the profession and work place perspective: 
“Knowledge of Transition from a Task-based Factory Culture to an Integrated Product 

& Process Development Culture”[2] 

“The globalization of markets requires engineers capable of working in and with 
different cultures and knowledgeable about global markets.”[3] 

 



Context 

• International and Team based environment: 
Students spend half of their academic time working and learning in groups 

 

• In 2015, AAU count with 20.656 students  
Faculty of Engineering and Science = 8 205 students 

 

• Numbers and Facts: 
Eastern Europe (n = 1 393); Western Europe (n = 920); Nordic Countries (n = 399); 
Asia (n = 331) 

Source: http://www.en.aau.dk/about-
aau/figures-facts/students/   



Source: http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Pages/international-student-
flow-viz.aspx 



Collaboration and cultural diversity (1) 

• “Culture is the collective programming of the mind 
distinguishing the members of one group or category of people 
from others” 

 

• Different values, perceive situations differently, act differently 
in the same situation, and approach life in different ways.  

 

• Rules of expectations, communication and behavior may not 
apply when in different environment 



Collaboration and cultural diversity (2) 

At different levels: 

• Personal styles, communication, values and beliefs, worldviews  

 

• Different educational background, discipline culture, 
organizational culture, etc. 

 

• From different cities, regions, countries and continents 

 



Teaching International Students at AAU 

• B.Sc.  
PV course and co-supervisor 

 

• M.Sc. 
PBL and Project Management 



Perspectives of Eng. Students (1) 

• Small questionnaire with Produktion, Energy, Electronics, Energy Planning students 

 

Collaboration: 

• Challenges  
Different  opinions, listen and respect others, coordination and conflicts, communication, 
individual expectations, getting good group culture, etc. 

 

• Advantages  
More brains, multiple perspectives, share workload, reflection, members support, diversity in 
thinking and handling problems, get the best from everyone, be efficient and well organized, 
etc. 

 

• Characteristics  
Respectful, well organized, social, active, strong committed with goal, etc.  

 

• Skills needed  
Communication, planning skills, social, serious and well organize, respectful, dedication, open-
minded, etc.  

 



Perspectives of Eng. Students (2) 

Cultural diversity: 

• Challenges  
Different backgrounds, everyone have the same understanding of work, different cultures 
resulting in discussions and conflicts, understanding, language, adjusting to technical terms,  

 

• Advantages  
New knowledge, new understanding, different perspectives and ideas, learn from different 
approaches, improve English skills and learn about other cultures, etc. 



Perspectives of Eng. Students (3) 

Group discussion and impacts on learning: 

1. Social aspects of group work: “if you don’t have some social activities or can’t 
“relax” with the group, the environment will turn hostile” 

2. Main challenges in working in intercultural environment: “different 
methodologies, communication problems, writing report in different ways, 
different approach” 

3. Main advantages for collaboration: “different ideas of solving a problem, different 
views on subject, communicate in multicultural space, different academic 
background” 

4. Different skills, different backgrounds 

 



Perspectives of Eng. Students (4) 

• Interviews with M.Sc. Urban Planning and Management (UPM) students: 

 

 

“Depends if you see the international context, multicultural environment or if it is your own 
culture. I experience the jump from being only Danish people, where you focus, or you thought it 

was hard, or people were not as good as you, or had difficulties in understanding what was 
going on, or didn't do the amount of work it was supposed to do. In the master programme you 

have cultural differences, it is just the language barriers sometimes, and expectations and 
cultures of how you work and how you think. It is definitely a challenge but you also learn 

something, but that's hard.” (Student 1) 

 

“Tacit knowledge that we become experts in doing it [referring to PBL approach] maybe when we 
meet this international environment I think it is pretty healthy for us because than we see. I 

actually realize how brain wash I’ve been. It is not that I don’t like it or anything, it is other way of 
looking into it.” (Student 3) 



Collaboration and cultural diversity 
In conclusion 

• Break down prejudices, be open-minded 

• Learn from different perspectives, from others 

• Raise awareness of one self and others 

 
Cultural Diversity 

Communication 

Collaboration 

Reflection 



Final Reflections 

• What is the role of supervisor? Should also he/ she have 
intercultural understanding to provide better support to group? 

 

• What kind of Impacts does cultural diversity have in 
collaboration, motivation and/ manage conflicts? 

 

• In which ways can students awareness of him/ herself and of 
others be enhance? 

 

• … 



Sources quoted: 
[1]Lang, J; Cruse, S. & McMasters, F. (1999). Industry Expectations of New Engineers: A survey to Assist 
Curriculum Designers. Journal of Engineering Education. January. 

[2] Duderstadt, J. (2008).  Engineering for a Changing World. The Millennium Project, The University of 
Michigan.  

[3] Ministry of Science and Higher Education (2013). Danish QF for Higher Education. Available at: 
http://ufm.dk/en/education-and-institutions/recognition-and-transparency/transparency-tools/qualifications-
frameworks 

 

 

Tools and models 
Geert Hofsted and Cultural Insights, Available at: http://geert-hofstede.com/ 

Banks’ Multicultural Education Framework, Available at: https://faculty.washington.edu/jbanks/ 

Baxter Magolda’s Model of Intercultural Maturity, Available at: 
http://muse.jhu.edu/login?auth=0&type=summary&url=/journals/journal_of_college_student_development/v
056/56.8.perez.html  

University of Washington, Centre for Multicultural Education, Available at: 
https://faculty.washington.edu/jbanks/ 
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