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Abstract

In highly technical organizations, work is becoming increasingly distributed; requiring practicing
engineers to master virtual collaboration skills while acquiring expertise in a range of
collaboration technologies. Although there has been great emphasis on developing collaboration
competencies in the engineering curriculum, empirical evidence of successful strategies for
distributed team settings is scarce. As an attempt to fill this gap this study investigates the
impact of a scalable intervention in developing virtual collaboration skills. The intervention,
based on instructional scaffolds embedded with collaboration technologies, is aimed at
supporting specific processes including planning, goal setting, clarifying goals and expectations,
communication, coordination and progress monitoring. A quasi-experimental design was used to
evaluate the impact of the intervention on student teamwork skills. Data from 278 graduate and
undergraduate engineering students participating in virtual team projects was used in the
analysis. Results from the analysis are presented suggesting a statistically significant impact of
the intervention on self-management skills when comparing randomly assigned teams with and
without the intervention. The intervention is designed to be scalable so that it can be embedded
into existing project-based courses. Our findings have important implications for the
development of teamwork skills in engineering courses and provide evidence of a successful
strategy that can be integrated into the existing engineering curriculum.
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Introduction

The ability to work on multi-disciplinary teams constitutes a critical competency to succeed in an
engineering career.””> Many academic programs are invested on developing these skills through
initiatives such as Columbia University’s Gateway design course,” Massachusetts Institute of
Technology’s undergraduate design course and its “New Products Program™® and Rowan
University’s Engineering Clinics Program.” Although these efforts constitute very valuable
initiatives for the development of teamwork skills, a recent review of research on engineering
student teams suggests that our understanding of how best to cultivate and assess collaborative
learning outcomes in engineering students is not well understood."’

Methodology

This paper describes a scalable intervention that combines the use of a web-based collaborative
platform with embedded instructional scaffolds designed to support project-based teamwork. The
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intervention was implemented in existing courses without changing the content. It was developed
based on state-of-the-art knowledge on team effectiveness from the industrial, behavioral and
cognitive psychology fields, as well as technology appropriation and acceptance theories from
the field of Management Information Systems.'**** The approach was designed to support
specific cognitive and behavioral team processes such goal setting, planning, strategy
formulation, team monitoring and coordination.’

The collaboration tool was designed to provide easily accessible tools that best align with the
specific activity or task that teams need to accomplish at different states of the project using the
principles of task-technology fit. Figure 1 some key elements of the collaboration platform and
the processes that the platform was designed to support. It includes tools that can be used to
support communication, collaboration and progress monitoring such as an embedded
videoconferencing tool, a file repository with version control and a task-tracking tool. Along
with the tool, the intervention included critical activities that the teams were required to complete
as part of the project to support collaborative work. Some of the activities included a team
building exercise, development of a team charter and a project plan.

COLLABORATION PLATFORM
TEAM PROCESSES

Tools
* Videoconferencing tool * Goal-Setting
* File Repository * Planning
* Discussion/message board * Strategy Formulation
* Task tracking tool * Coordination
.. . * Backup Behavior
Team activities/artifacts « Monitoring Progress
¢ Team Building Exercise * Systems Monitoring
* Team Charter

e Team Plan
* Peer Evaluation

Figure 1: Elements of the collaboration platform and associated team processes

The video conferencing tool allows teams to communicate using high quality video and audio.
The file repository relies on Google Drive and other Google Applications to allow for version
control, document tracking and remote collaborative writing and editing. The repository has a
prebuilt folder structure to organize the different types of project documents. Figure 2 includes a
screen capture of a sample team home site that shows the team mascot, conference room access
button (Hangout button) and team plan. The team mascot shown in the home page was an
outcome of the team building exercise. The team developed the mascot during the first week of
the project as one of the required activities and it represents the shared values of the team
members with respect to the project.
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HOME
TEAM BIOS
TEAM CHARTER
PROJECT
REPOSITORY «» BATTEN COLLEGE OF ENGINEERING AND TECHNOLOGY
DISCUSSION
S - ENMA 601 TEAM PROJECT
SITE TUTORIAL O D U TEAM DAN
SITEMAP
1D E A FUSION
Team Objective
29 - Perform a full analysis of a CostCo and work collaboratively to practice an assessment, diagnosis, and solution design for a
DAYS UNTIL performance problem/challenge/ opportunity
OECHEl oS CLICK HERE TO KNOW HOW TO DO THE TEAM MASCOT
. . Nicole M.
WELCOME TO YOUR
WEL e TEAM 6 MASCOT
USE THIS SITE TO HELP
rRoeT Abair A.
RECENT SITE
ACTIVITY
T Douglas R., Jr.
ITEM EDITED BY NICOLE
MCLAUGHLIN

ITEM ADDED BY NICOLE
MCLAUGHLIN
£ ¥ NICOLE

MCLAUGHLIN

UNTITLED POST
CREATED BY ABAIR ALl

HOME )

ATTACHMENT FROM ABAIR ALI MEETING ROOM on HANGOUTS
IRST MEETING

COMMENT FROM DOUGLAS CLICK HERE Hangout

aes FOR SITE Butten

VEWALL INSTRUCTIONS ¢ st sangou |

: TASK LIST FROM PROJECT PLAN

Add item Customize this list Showing 9 items
TITLE LEAD CO-LEAD STATUS START DATE DUE DATE % COMPLETE
Sort _ Sort _ Sort _ Sort _ Sort _ Sort Sort _
Paper due Everyone 1) Active October 9, 2016 December 10, 2016 0%
Research External Business  Abair 1) Active October 13, 2016 October 17, 2016 0%
Environment Analysis
Research Inputs and Intenal  Douglas 1) Active October 13, 2016 October 17, 2016 0%

Business Analysis and
Transformation/Execution

System

Rough Draft for individual parts  Everyone 1) Active October 17, 2016 October 31, 2016 0%
Select and Finalize Problem  Everyone 1) Active November 14, 2016 November 21, 2016 0%
Statement

Final Draft for individual parts  Everyone 1) Active October 31, 2016 November 14, 2016 0%
Formulate and Finalize Everyone 1) Active November 21, 2016 December 5, 2016 0%
Recommendations

Power Point Presenentation  Everyone 1) Active November 7, 2016 December 5, 2016 0%
Research Output Analysis Nicole 1) Active October 13, 2016 Octover 17, 2016 0%

Figure 2. Screen shot of a sample team site

We evaluated the impact of the tool on teamwork activities using a quasi-experimental design.
Results obtained to date have shown that the intervention has a significant impact on teamwork
skill development. In particular, students that went through the intervention displayed a
significantly higher ability to manage team projects than those in the control group. Teamwork
skills were 7% higher in the teams that went through the intervention after controlling for
incoming skills before the project (Pazos, Magpili & Zhou, 2016).

On a follow-up study (Magpili, Pazos & Ullal, 2016), we used qualitative inquiry to further
explore what tools were more useful in supporting teamwork. Based on our findings, the tools,
activities and artifacts provided to teams largely supported team processes as shown by the high
percentage of teams which reported benefiting from the tools (90%). In general, the data
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suggests that the majority of the teams found the scaffolds generally helpful in supporting the
following processes:

Team coordination. At least 81% of the teams reported benefiting from the collaborative
platform to help them coordinate tasks in their project. The specific tools that they found
most useful were the video conferencing toll and file repository.

An illustrative quote on how some of the tools supported the teams is shown below:

“Google hangout and the video chat capabilities ... seemed to work really well.
Regardless of really whether or not we had much to discuss, we always had a standing
weekly meeting even if it was for a few minutes. If we were just working on just assigned
tasking and we didn’t have a decision point, we still discuss together ... and just made
sure everybody is on the same page”.

Progress monitoring. At least 80% of the teams reported that the collaborative platform
helped them monitor individual and collective progress on the project. A quote to
illustrate a specific instance is shown below:

“Everybody set up their own little section, we each had whatever parts we had. It had our
name and whoever co-help was and then our dates so I thought that was perfect. Go
ahead, work at your own pace, set your own dates, just know that our final needs to be
finished at this particular date. I did it that way. I was checking off my stuff, putting up
progress like 60% done here. No one else really seem to so I had sent out weekly
reminders saying hey guys where are at? What are you doing? Nobody really responded.
. .but the tools that were provided, no one used them I was the only one, it was incredibly
frustrating the entire semester.”

The overall results of qualitative analysis showed that the intervention was very supportive of
effective teamwork processes. The analysis also uncovered a wide variety in the way teams used
the tools to support their collaborative work. Most teams used different combination of tools to
support different processes based on their preferences.

The result from the qualitative analysis also helped identify the most common barriers

preventing teams from using and benefiting from the tools, activities and artifacts to support
team processes. These factors that were reported as barriers for successful teamwork include lack
of initiative in team members, task orientation, team turnover, and perceived ease of use of the
tool. Team turnover emerged as a driving factor affecting teamwork. Team turnover affected

team processes by negatively influencing the morale and level of initiative of the team.

Developing training that teaches students how to make their team adaptable to sudden changes in
membership may help. Another option is to keep a stable team membership for student teams by

increasing the initial team size to account for possible dropouts. A small number of teams

focused excessively on the task while largely ignoring the interpersonal aspect of collaboration.
They reported having a less successful experience than those that focused on both the task and

the collaboration.
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The combined results from the mixed (qualitative and quantitative) methods study provide
evidence of a successful approach to improve collaborative work in the engineering classroom.
By incorporating some or all of the previously described tools and activities in an existing
project based course, has great potential in creating more successful team project. With respect to
the experience for the faculty teaching the course. They reported having to invest less time and
effort in managing teams and they perceived that quality of the projects was higher when using
the intervention. Further analysis are being conducted to test whether their observations are
statistically significant.

This study comes with some limitations. Data collected during the qualitative study relied on
structured interviews with students. These data, as it is typically the case in similar studies, relied
on what the interviewees remember. Students’ description of past events might be limited by the
individual ability to recollect facts and events. We used additional sources of data to triangulate
the results from the interview analysis (collaboration platform activity log, progress reports and
team reflection essays).
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