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Abstract: This chapter evaluates the educational practices of the Trans-At-
lantic and Pacific Project (TAPP), a multinational collaborative network
that has connected hundreds of students and their lecturers in the Unit-
ed States, Europe, Asia, and Africa. While these partnerships connect a
variety of classes in writing, translation, and English for Specific Purposes
for different disciplines through telecollaboration, their main purpose is
for college students to hone their professional, technical, and intercultural
communication skills in an increasingly globalized professional world. By
asking current and former students, educators, and administrators about
their experiences with the TAPDP, the authors have been able to evaluate
how such exchanges provide participants with opportunities to strengthen
these skills. The authors argue that including telecollaboration into the
technical and professional communication (TPC) education can help
educators design more internationalization-focused college curricula and
support students in strengthening those skills that extend beyond oral and
written communication (project management, intercultural awareness,
teamwork, etc.). Furthermore, the results of their analysis point to an over-
all positive impact of telecollaboration on TPC pedagogy, although greater
effort should be made to raise students’ awareness of the value of telecol-
laboration for prospective international employability in the increasingly
globalized professional world.
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Key Takeaways:

= Telecollaboration can be an effective means of teaching technical and pro-
fessional communication (TPC) within international contexts.

= Including telecollaboration into the TPC curriculum can help instructors
design more internationalization-focused assignments and support stu-
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dents in strengthening those skills that extend beyond oral and written
communication.

= Greater effort should be made to raise students’ awareness of the value of
telecollaboration for prospective international employability.

Recent college composition scholarship has explored the factors influencing the
ways professional writers work. The most obvious one has been the technological
development in communication. In their recent article “Redefining Writing for
the Responsive Workplace,” Claire Lauer and Eva Brumberger (2019) explore
various real-life professional writing environments and conclude that technology
has redefined the role of professional writers. “Rather than the originator of con-
tent, the writer is becoming a sort of multimodal editor who revises, redesigns,
remediates, and upcycles content into new forms, for new audiences, purposes,
and media,” they argue (Lauer & Brumberger, 2019, p. 634). As the technological
tools used by professional communicators influence their tasks as writers, so does
the cultural and linguistic context in which they perform this work.

Furthermore, because the work of technical and professional communicators
often involves speakers of different languages, their ability to communicate effec-
tively becomes even more crucial. With regard to communication in multilingual
environments, recent scholarship in our field has focused on the theory and prac-
tice of translingualism (Canagarajah, 2009, 20132, 2013b; Horner et al., 2011). In
her in-depth overview on this subject, Joleen Hanson (2015) defines translingual
practice as “the strategies, languages, signs, and genres that people can use to
communicate effectively in global contact zones” (p. 89). In order to help pro-
tessionals excel in communicating effectively in their post-graduate workplaces,
their learning about such “strategies” should begin while in college. The goal here
is to help students hone their skills in effective technical and professional com-
munication (TPC) to various audiences in diverse discourse communities and to
manage the complexity of such work in order to adequately prepare them for the
demands of their future career (Arné-Macia et al., 2014; Brewer & St.Amant,
2015; Hanson, 2015).

One way to incorporate this outcome into the teaching process is to encour-
age intercultural, or international, collaboration within the context of higher edu-
cation in order to enrich students knowledge of intercultural communication and
work practices in the increasingly globalized professional world. Telecollabora-
tion (Guth & Helm, 2010), or online intercultural exchange (O’ Dowd & Lewis,
2016), also recently named virtual exchange (O’ Dowd, 2018), has received consid-
erable attention in the past years, as universities strive for greater international-
ization (Verzella, 2018). In this chapter, we introduce and evaluate the impact of
a specific telecollaborative project that has connected students and instructors at
multiple universities in the US and abroad.

This study focuses on the Trans-Atlantic and Pacific Project (TAPP), a col-

laborative network that has connected hundreds of students and instructors at
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various institutions of higher education in the United States, Europe, Asia, and
Africa, working together to hone students’ professional, technical, and intercul-
tural communication skills (Arn6-Macia et al., 2014; Maylath et al., 2008; So-
rensen et al., 2015). Through telecollaboration, the TAPP features multiple grass-
roots partnerships, pairing classes in writing, translation, and English for Specific
Purposes for different disciplines. Although such partnerships provide instruc-
tors with the flexibility to include any assignments that fit their own course goals,
the TAPP usually involves bilateral partnerships (writing-translation, writing/
translation-editing, authoring, and peer review) in the technical, scientific, and
more recently, the humanities fields (e.g., Humbley et al., 2005; Tzoannopoulou
& Maylath, 2018).

In multilateral partnerships, virtual teams of up to six students work on com-
plex projects that involve writing, translating, and usability testing of technical
documents (Maylath et al., 2013a). Through such projects, students experience
the realities of professional collaboration in international working environments.
Yet however realistic these contexts are, they remain a safe learning space for
students; “because they are not actual workplaces, the stakes are much lower,
allowing [students] to make mistakes and learn from them without incurring
losses” (Mousten et al., 2018, p. xx).

As an integral part of regular college-level courses, TAPP partnerships can
facilitate the transition between higher education and the workplace. Keeping
this idea in mind, this chapter aims to explore the ways telecollaboration can
contribute to the development of international professional communication skills
through the following research questions:

1. What is the role of a telecollaboration initiative integrated in language,
communication, and translation courses in the development of interna-
tional professional communication?

2. What skills are perceived to be necessary for graduates to participate ef-
fectively in international professional communication?

3. How do participants evaluate their own telecollaboration experience and
what adjustments do they suggest to better prepare graduates for eftective
communication in the globalized workplace?

In order to answer these questions, a small-scale exploratory study was con-
ducted to gather stakeholders’ perspectives on how telecollaborative initiatives,
such as the TAPP, can contribute to preparing students for future careers as pro-
fessional communicators within the context of a globalized job market.

B Data Collection and Analysis

Data were collected in the spring term of 2019 through open-ended question
surveys about stakeholders’ experiences with the TAPP. Taking a qualitative per-
spective (Croker, 2009; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994), we focused on participants’
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accounts of their experience and their views on the development of professional
communication competencies. An open-response item questionnaire was chosen
(Brown, 2009), which consisted mainly of broad questions encouraging lengthy
free writing, although a few closed questions were also included to measure par-
ticipants’ evaluation of the project (on a five-point scale) and for comparison
across the different categories of participants.

To evaluate the effectiveness of the TAPP from a variety of perspectives, we
selected four types of respondents on three different levels: instructional (col-
lege instructors and students involved in the TAPP network), workplace (former
TAPP students, who have since graduated), and institutional (program and col-
lege administrators).

All participants were asked similar questions, although some were adapted
to their experiences with or knowledge of the TAPP. Accordingly, the survey in-
cluded the following parts, following a brief section asking for basic demographic
information:

= account and evaluation of own TAPP experience,

= relating the TAPP (and telecollaboration initiatives in general) to effec-
tive preparation for future career, and

= general views on (teaching) intercultural TPC.

'The students’survey focused especially on their personal experiences as TAPP
participants so as to incorporate students’ views into the design of future telecol-
laborative projects. With instructors, survey questions focused on their motiva-
tion to join the TAPP network and their opinion about the role of telecollabo-
ration in TPC pedagogy. On the other hand, the graduates’ and administrators’
surveys focused on the visibility and recognition of telecollaboration programs
and on their role in developing professional communication skills, both from the
perspective of former students, now graduates in the labor market, and from an
institutional perspective in the case of university administrators. In the latter case,
respondents were asked whether they were familiar with the TAPP, and about the
support it receives at their institution. It was an adaptive survey so that if they
were not familiar with the TAPP, they were asked about their general views on
telecollaboration and its role in helping students to learn more about TPC within
international contexts.

'The surveys were sent to prospective participants as Google forms (former
graduates were contacted mostly via LinkedIn and Facebook). A total of 44
subjects volunteered to complete the survey; most of them were instructors and
students participating in TAPP partnerships (see Table 12.1). There were fewer
graduates and administrators, and the latter came from the universities that the
authors of this study are or have been affiliated with.

For the closed questions, means and standard deviations (SD) were calcu-
lated, while the open-ended questions were analyzed qualitatively, from an ex-
ploratory-interpretive perspective (Hobbs et al., 2010), i.e., without predefined
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assumptions to probe into participants’ perceptions and interpret them in the
context of each participant’s profile. Categories were derived from the themes
that emerged in the analysis of the open-ended questions, which were in turn
refined through an inductive-deductive process.

Table 12.1. Summary of respondents

Students 14
Instructors 15
Graduates 11
Administrators 4

B Findings: Stakeholders’ Perspectives on the TAPP
B Students

A total of 14 students responded to the survey. Eight were M.A. students of
English from Konin, Poland and six were mechanical and computer engineering
students in the last year of their bachelor’s degree at the Polytechnic University
of Catalonia (UPC) in Barcelona, Spain. Both cohorts were involved in bilateral
projects with U.S. students. Polish students were engaged in writing instructions,
exchanging them with their U.S. partners and giving feedback on and testing the
usability of each other’s texts. UPC students, on the other hand, participated in
the TAPP as part of a project-focused technical communication course. As learn-
ers of English for Specific Purposes, they made creative videos on their technical
projects, which were reviewed by their U.S. partners. In addition to this collab-
oration, some of the students had previously participated in the TAPP while in
technical English courses focused on writing or speaking, respectively.

Opverall, students are highly satisfied with the TAPP, with a rating of 3.93/5
(8D = o.47), because they improved their written and spoken communication
skills, intercultural communication, and had contact with native speakers of En-
glish: “TAPP project is an opportunity to learn about the other cultures and also
improve your English skills.”

On the other hand, students pointed out a few shortcomings connected to
project management for assignments, such as unclear instructions and lack o
commitment on the part of their partners. One respondent specified, “The idea
is fine, but instructions are sometimes obscure and my partners don't stick to
the deadline.” Another participant highlighted the complexity of project orga-
nization (especially time constraints) as one of its main challenges: “I found the
project really useful. However, it is difficult to find time for TAPP cooperation
and answer emails from my partner regularly because of numerous duties.”

When asked specifically about the strong and weak points of their telecol-
laboration experience, the respondents highlighted a number of points (see Table
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12.2). Most of the strong points are similar to those previously mentioned, such as
interaction and collaboration with foreign partners who were native speakers of
English and the creativity of assignments and organization skills, while the weak
points include time zone differences and difterent levels of commitment on the
part of partners.

These perspectives across different respondents sometimes appeared to be
slightly contradictory. For example, some students mentioned challenges related
to the demands of collaboration (organization, commitment, and time manage-
ment) and to the short duration and low intensity of the exchange (in collabo-
rations designed to be manageable for students with busy academic lives). One
respondent said, “The strong point is the easy communication that we have now-
adays, the weak point is the short time project that does not help to obtain a re-
lationship with the TAPP partner.” Such contradictory expectations are difficult
to meet unless collaborations are designed to be so flexible that they allow for
different levels of engagement.

Table 12.2. Strong and weak points of telecollaboration according to students

Strong Points Weak Points

International, intercultural contact Different levels of commitment in partners
Improve language skills Different time zones

Creative, non-routine tasks Short duration/little intensity

'The main points in Table 12.2 are captured in the following response by one
of the Polish students who said,

Strong: getting to know new people, learning about other cultures,
improving organization skills. Weak: different time zones can be
a problem; The success of cooperation depends on the attitude of
people who are taking part in it, whether they are willing to coop-
erate or not.

'The strong points outweigh the weak points, as students show positive percep-
tions of their telecollaborative projects, seen as a way of developing their compe-
tencies and enriching their learning experience, a finding aligned with previous re-
search on telecollaboration (Ferreira et al., 2018; Kohn & Hoffstaedter, 2017) where
students show high levels of engagement, building rapport at a distance (Vinagre
& Esteban, 2018). Other responses referred to the specifics of the different projects
rather than telecollaboration in general. Some engineering students discussed their
experience in a collaboration project—a video presenting a technical project—in
terms of the challenges that it poses for students who are language learners with
different levels of proficiency, or the fact that a communication project is “not real”
if compared to the projects developed in other engineering courses which involve
the creation and manipulation of tangible objects:
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What I didn't like was the short time and that the project just
consisted of an idea (nothing real). It would be better to work with
other engineering courses to have more technical implications and
make something real to share with native speakers.

'The same student further elaborates on this idea in response to the question
about recommendations for future TAPP projects, suggesting that telecollabo-
ration should be incorporated into “more real” engineering courses (i.e., projects
involving tangible objects). This student seems to recognize the value of telecol-
laboration, although he probably does not fully acknowledge that of technical
communication courses: “I would recommend that in the future, projects have
to be more than a simple idea, and take it more seriously. I suggest working with
other courses like ‘project management’in order to do a more serious project.”

Another question asked students about their perceived development of pro-
fessional and technical communication skills. Engineering students mainly re-
ported on language and (technical) vocabulary and increased language awareness
(“...awareness of having to adapt my language to get understood. I noticed what
mistakes I made . .. [and saw] how native speakers use their language.”). These
reflections point to language learning gains in English as a lingua franca as well
as to heightened awareness (Arn6-Macia et al., 2019; Helm & Acconcia, 2019).

Probably reflecting on their own specific telecollaboration project, focusing
on speaking skills, students mentioned professional speaking skills—and to a
lesser extent, writing—as well as “more confidence to speak in English in dif-
ferent situations,” as the main learning outcome. The nature of the project (writ-
ing-translation partnership) is also reflected in the Polish students’ answers, who
mentioned writing and translation skills, together with paraphrasing and editing
(“paraphrasing the meaning in order to be understandable to my TAPP partners,”
“how to prepare and translate instruction[s] . . . [and give] feedback on some-
body’s work”).

The fact that some of the engineering students surveyed had participated
in several previous TAPP partnerships allowed them to reflect on their overall
experience with telecollaboration. For example, one student had participated in
two simultaneous TAPP partnerships in the previous term—one on technical
writing and the other on technical speaking—and reflected on his development
of specific professional communication skills, namely a written genre (instruc-
tions manual) and an oral one (the job interview). Another engineering student
valued “shar[ing] [their] project with foreign people, from different disciplines
and realities” as a positive experience. The best summary of what telecollaboration
means for the international employability of graduates is captured in the follow-
ing answer, pointing out the similarities between the TAPP and the workplace:
“You don't get to have a situation where you have to communicate professionally
like this one before going into the job market.”

These reflections on international employability are made in a context in
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which most of the students (11 out of 14) consider the possibility of working
abroad or for an international company. With this in mind, students were asked
for suggestions for future TAPP projects. Apart from the general suggestion of
integrating telecollaboration in other engineering courses, specific suggestions
were also made regarding the implementation of telecollaboration (see Table
12.3).

Table 12.3. Specific suggestions made by students

(i) clear organization and | “To be disciplined, organized, make all the tasks on time, being

planning open-minded for an idea of the other person, More specific
information. Also, I suppose that deadlines for performing
tasks should be longer.”

(ii) communication and | “I think it would be great to try to explore different ways of

participation (more ICT | communication, not only by emails. I recommend to keep in

tools used; promoting contact with his TAPP partners, you can learn more out of the

sustained contact with class. Increasing the intensity of contact through, for example,

partners) video calls. To involve only the students that are really interest-

ed in cooperation.”

(ii1) diverse task design | “Perhaps less complex tasks would be a good option. Students
would find it easier to cooperate then. They should find a
different task.”

Overall, students suggested very specific guidelines for implementation, in-
volving detailed and clear instructions and deadlines, the use of a wider range of
information and communication technology (ICT) tools, better communication
between partners, and more clearly designed tasks.

B Instructors

Half of the respondents came from the US (and mostly from North Dakota
State University (NDSU), a hub of the TAPP), while the other half came from
a variety of European universities, thus reflecting typical bilateral partnerships
within the TAPP. Specifically, they came from three translation classes in Europe
and from TPC classes—in Europe, often termed English for Specific Purpos-
es—from European and U.S. universities. Instructors reported on a wide range
of activities developed through TAPP partnerships: (co-)writing different types
of texts, translation, editing, storytelling and user experience, and spoken pro-
tessional communication. Most of the respondents were experienced TAPP lec-
turers (ranging from 4 to 17 or 18 years of experience), and they had joined the
network on their own initiative, although some explained that they had either
been invited to participate or that the TAPP was part of the course procedures
at their institution.

Instructors discussed their openness towards telecollaboration arising from
“the desire to help. . . students understand the skills necessary to function in a
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globalized work environment.” Thus, telecollaboration is regarded as “a means for
cultural exchange and develop[ing] the ‘additional’ proficiencies the networked
collaborative medium affords.” One of the instructors specifically stressed the
potential of telecollaboration in facilitating students’ transition into a profession-
al environment: “The first motivation that comes to mind is ‘authentic, grounded
projects’; that is, I wanted students to participate in work that reflected the tran-
sition of an upper-division writing course (student to professional).”

When asked about the skills students can develop as a result of participating
in the TAPP, instructors mentioned cooperation, communication, and language.
They also mentioned professional competencies, including a broader professional
stance and awareness, highlighted in the statement below as “ownership of exper-
tise”: “Attention to cultural differences, editing, and professional correspondence.
Ownership of their expertise.”

One of the U.S. instructors discussed a variety of interrelated competencies
she thinks students can develop through telecollaboration:

Communicating with students who are several time zones away re-
quires students to be mindful of how those time differences affect
the transfer of information, which influences project management
decisions. When working with students from different culture
backgrounds than their own, my students learned to be mindful
of how someone else might interpret their words and actions in a
way that they did not expect. Students also learned to be mindful
of variations between American English and Global Englishes.

'The array of professional competencies promoted through the TAPP, includ-
ing project management, interpersonal skills, and awareness of difterent varieties
of English, also encompasses broader (and probably less well-defined) profes-
sional skills, such as “awareness of professional environment diversity.” Respon-
dents pointed out that the TAPP becomes a unique global scenario to put such
a broad range of competencies into practice: “By participating in the TAPP, stu-
dents have the opportunity to develop skills in verbal and written intercultural
communication, which they likely would not have otherwise.”

'The value of telecollaboration in teaching technical and professional commu-
nication was rated high by all instructors. For instance, one of the U.S. respon-
dents discussed the notion of authenticity by pointing out that telecollaboration
projects reach beyond course assignments, as students engage in sustained inter-
action and collaboration with remote partners. Thus, as telecollaboration proj-
ects mirror the authenticity of real-world professional practices, they provide a
valuable learning opportunity even when the outcomes are not as satisfactory as
expected, which indicates that their learning value lies in the process.

The collaboration helps to increase the gravitas of projects with-
out ephemeral partnerships (some service learning projects, some
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problem-based pedagogical approaches). Students need practice
interacting beyond the classroom without the artificiality of end-
of-project presentations to a panel of local business people. . . .
The projects can be an intense interaction between two (or more)
student groups, each from a different program, working to com-
plete deliverables. Even when the projects “fall to pieces,” it is an
instructable moment because “real world” projects often also “fall
to pieces”. .. so learning how to cope with those situations has tre-
mendous value (possibly more than when everything goes “right”).

Furthermore, instructors emphasized the role of telecollaboration in prepar-
ing students for the globalized workplace. As one said, “Students gain experience
working in collaborative situations that closely follow the kinds of international
collaborative projects that happen in real-life with many multinational compa-
nies.

In line with these answers, the rating given to telecollaboration as a way to
enhance global employability is very high, 4.53/5 (SD = 0.64). When asked to
explain their rating, a few instructors reported on anecdotal evidence of gradu-
ates coming back after having participated in the TAPP and highlighting how
it had helped them towards employability. One of these statements is expressed
by a U.S. lecturer (who happened to give the lowest rating on this question) as
she herself expressed her reluctance to make claims that connect the TAPP with
employability, while she pointed out (at the end of the quote below) that this is
an aspect that merits further evaluation:

I do not have available data. I have one anecdote of a student using
a TAPP project as part of an interview, and subsequently earn-
ing the position. In terms of a rate, one of dozens is not great.
However, I do not know if other students mentioned the projects,
or if the projects allowed students to set themselves apart from
a “crowded” applicant pool. [My] reluctance to be more assertive
about this question .. . reflects that I am not comfortable making
claims about employability in absence of effort(s) to trace that in-
formation. As previous responses make clear, I see value in TAPP.
I wish the value was better evaluated, though.

Another point made by this instructor is that boosting employability will
depend on how graduates “market” their international experience during a job
interview. She said, “The job market is increasingly about how workers can pres-
ent/market themselves, so being able to draw on interesting experiences like the
TAPP can help.”

However, most of the instructors made stronger connections with employ-
ability based on the development of such skills as international professional
communication and collaboration through these projects. Yet other respondents
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pointed out that greater employability may be affected by several factors, such as
whether “it is clearly aligned with related course objectives that are developed
before and after the project,” “depend[ing] on the individual student’s level of
engagement,” or depending on how successful the project outcome was. This last
answer appears to contradict the previous assertion that even less successful proj-
ects lead to interesting learning opportunities. Regarding the quality of project
outcomes, yet another instructor pointed to the need to show project deliverables,
like a professionally produced technical text, as evidence of having acquired the
skills needed in the globalized workplace: “Being able to show a potential em-
ployer a professional piece of technical writing produced in collaboration with
an international partner can provide evidence of skills that not every university
student will have.”

Finally, telecollaboration is seen as contributing to internationalizing U.S.
students’ education, opening up new perspectives on internationalization: “Stu-
dents in the United States, in particular, might not otherwise have the opportu-
nity to work with people outside of the country . ... This will make them more
competitive in the marketplace.”

Overall, the instructors interviewed, with a strong motivation towards the
TAPP as they took the initiative to join the network, discussed a number of ad-
vantages that telecollaboration brings to their teaching (see Table 12.4).

Table 12.4. Advantages of telecollaboration according to instructors

Development of a variety of skills for the workplace

Realism of projects

Boosting employability (a connection that merits further research)

Acquisition of professional skills

Campus internationalization

B Graduates

We were interested in the opinions of former students who had experienced
TAPP projects in order to find out whether, in hindsight, they perceive the
TAPP to contribute to potentially increased employability. The goal of gathering
graduates’ views about employability aligned with the responses by instructors
in relation to employability, especially the notion that tracing this experience
merits further investigation. After contacting former students through social
networks and personal contact, we received 11 responses (six from former en-
gineering students at UPC and five from former M.A. and Ph.D. students of
English at NDSU). They all had graduated in the past five years and work as
engineers or university instructors of English or are pursuing further studies.
The engineers had participated in bilateral projects involving the development
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and review of oral presentations, while the English graduates from the US had
participated in both multilateral and bilateral projects. Overall, they expressed
a very high level of satisfaction with their participation in the project, with a
rating of 4.55 (SD = 0.52).

Accordingly, they expressed positive views on the experience, pointing out
the advantages of collaboration through technology, the similarity of the learning
scenario with the real workplace, and the combination of skills that are practiced
in such projects, including project management, communication, collaboration,
and, for U.S. students, internationalization. One of the engineers mentioned
technical communication in English, from his dual perspective as a former engi-
neering student and a learner of English as a foreign language: “I improve[d] my
technical English skills in the technical sector, I had a multidisciplinary experi-
ence with another student of different specialties.”

We were specifically interested in whether the students had included their
TAPP experience on their résumés. All U.S. respondents did, and two of them re-
ported on the interest the project had aroused among search committees (one of
them specifically mentioned technical writing). Neither of the Spanish students
had included the TAPP experience on their résumés, although one of them re-
ferred to an indirect mention (i.e., his technical communication courses featuring
the TAPP), and two of them expressed their intention to do it in further résumé
updates. This difference in awareness of the potential of the project can probably
be explained by the field of study (English) of U.S. respondents, while engineer-
ing students (learning English as a foreign language in an optional course) may
not be fully aware of the potential of such projects, as they do not come with any
additional recognition. With respect to the role of the TAPP in the development
of their technical communication skills for the job market, the rating is also quite
high (4.18, D = 0.75).

However, in this case there was a difference between U.S. and Spanish grad-
uates, as the former’s ratings ranged between 4-5 and the latter’s ranged between
3-4. Although the low number of respondents should be taken with caution, what
is revealing are the qualitative comments. The two students who had given ratings
of 3 justified them in terms of having a low level of proficiency in English at the
time of the collaboration and of the short duration of the experience (“Was just
one subject! So it was a short time but useful”). In terms of suggested improve-
ments, responses ranged from no suggestions (“I think the project is well orga-
nized and I learned a lot about communications skills, so I can’t think about im-
provements”) to giving it more visibility, namely by including explicit reflection
on skills as part of instruction (“I think the instructions could help us reflect on
the skills we’ve practiced so that we can include them on resumes/CVs”). Oth-
er specific suggestions included more focus on professional projects and more
creativity in the types of tasks performed. One of the engineering students even
suggested matching European students with U.S. companies: “It could be even
more interesting if the exchange and telecollaboration project was more focused
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on collaborating with a real company in the USA. This way, graduates would feel
more prepared and value the real needs and tasks as engineers.”

The last questions in the survey inquired into professional communication
skills that could increase graduates’ international employability. Respondents as-
signed a very high score to the importance of professional communication in the
global labor market (4.73, SD = 0.65) and mentioned specific skills that graduates
need, like learning about the organization of engineering companies and com-
munication skills for persuasion and transmitting trust: “I think they have to
learn how a company works. In engineering it is important to demonstrate that
you are able to manage different kinds of situations and scenarios.”

Some of the responses were similar to those of students and instructors, es-
pecially those that referred to professional communication skills such as technol-
ogy-mediated intercultural communication and collaboration as well as concise
technical writing. Finally, from the respective viewpoints of English native speak-
ers and Spanish learners of English, respondents focused on the development of
language skills and greater awareness, which they practiced in their communi-
cation between native and non-native speakers, the latter having to accommo-
date interlocutors with varied levels of proficiency in English. However, what we
found especially valuable in the graduates’ responses was their connection with
the workplace and the views they could provide from the perspective of former
students currently in the professional world. Table 12.5 summarizes graduates’
views on the advantages of telecollaboration and suggestions for improvement.

Table 12.5. Advantages of telecollaboration and suggestions
for improvement according to graduates

Advantages Suggestions
Collaboration through technology Connection with companies
Similarity to workplace scenario Greater visibility/connection with employ-

ability (through résumés)

Development of language and communica- | Greater variety of projects and tasks
tion skills

B Administrators

One of the focuses of this study was the extent to which telecollaboration is
recognized by universities, which is why we gathered the perspectives of uni-
versity administrators. It should be noted that these exchanges are grassroots
partnerships initiated by lecturers from different universities. A small number
of administrators were approached from NDSU (the hub university) and UPC.
A total of four respondents answered the survey, three from UPC and one from
NDSU. One of the UPC respondents held a vice-dean’s position. The other two

were not related to the TAPP: one held an academic management position in
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the department where the TAPP is implemented and the other was a specialist
in quality assurance. The NDSU administrator held a dean’s position. The first
question asked about participants’ knowledge of the TAPP (a question to which
two of the UPC respondents and the NDSU respondent answered positively).
When asked to describe the project, one of the descriptions was very specific and
included an account of its integration in one of the technical communication
courses. The same respondent was also specific about how long the university had
been involved in the TAPP. Also, the three respondents considered the initiative
to be “highly valuable for students as a learning experience,” especially for the
U.S. students who may have little international experience: “This project connects
them directly with classes at a university abroad and provides a framework for
working together in a safe and non-threatening manner.”

According to the administrators, telecollaboration can help Spanish students
of engineering, who are learners of English and novice technical writers, be-
come aware of the complexities of technical writing (which go beyond learning
the grammar of a language). Faced with “English-speaking students’ difficulties
in writing,” students discover that writing “is not an easy task, even for [native
speakers of the language].”

Two of the respondents said that the TAPP was given visibility/recognition
at their university, and more specifically, all three agreed that it deserved insti-
tutional support—and even one of them specified the type of support needed,
namely greater dissemination and catering for needs derived from TAPP imple-
mentation.

While specific TAPP questions were only addressed to those respondents
that knew about the project, more general questions about telecollaboration in
higher education were asked to all participants. A high rating was given to the
question on the value of telecollaboration for teaching professional and technical
communication in higher education (4.5, SD = 0.58), and the following benefits
were mentioned: (i) creating a global learning network for a globalized work-
place, (ii) a more sustainable alternative to physical mobility, and (iii) raising
non-native speakers’awareness of technical writing in other contexts. The follow-
ing quote summarizes these views: “Online collaboration is the only way to go.
Physical mobility is expensive, time-intensive, conflicts with other personal and
professional obligations, cannot be sustained over long stretches of time. Access
to online communication has become ubiquitous.”

In terms of boosting students’ international employability, respondents men-
tioned several affordances of telecollaboration, such as experience in international
teams, open-mindedness, and writing in difterent contexts. However, they point-
ed to several conditions necessary for such telecollaboration to have an impact on
students: “One of them is that the contact was sustained and impactful enough to
make a difference; another one is that students are made aware of the significance
of this particular learning experience so that they are able to express the value of
this learning activity in applications and resumes.”
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'This latter reference to including telecollaboration on résumés echoes instruc-
tors reflections on employability and “marketing” students’ experience. Regarding
the role of telecollaboration in preparing students for the labor market, adminis-
trators agree that it integrates multiple skills sought by employers (internation-
al communication, collaboration, personal reflection) in a realistic international
context: “An essential role, as telecollaboration facilitates contact with people and
groups that would be impossible or costly to achieve face to face.”

When asked about professional communication skills that can be developed
through the TAPP and more generally through technical communication (TC)
courses, all administrators agreed on similar answers (self~-management, intercul-
tural awareness, adapting to different audiences and situations, problem-solving),
which suggests an alignment between telecollaboration practices and objectives
set for curricular professional communication courses. Again, differences appear
between Spanish respondents’ references to a “foreign language” (English) and
U.S. respondents’ references to adapting to other interlocutors, thus highlight-
ing the role of English as a lingua franca and the benefits of native speaker/
non-native speaker communication as preparation for international profession-
al communication contexts. Overall, administrators consider telecollaboration a
valuable experience in their universities for a variety of reasons (see Table 12.6).
Some argue that telecollaboration is “the way to go,” yet they maintain that cer-
tain conditions need to be met for this experience to have a lasting impact on stu-
dents. The administrators’ views of telecollaboration as deserving greater support
and visibility also points to the need for balancing the flexible, grassroots nature
of such partnerships with institutional policies and practices.

Table 12.6. Advantages of telecollaboration
according to academic administrators

Safe environment for collaboration

Greater awareness and authenticity of writing

Sustainable internationalization experience for students

Potential to develop a variety of personal, professional, and communication skills

B Discussion and Application

In response to the first research question, different stakeholders discussed tele-
collaboration as a highly valuable tool that helps students strengthen their writ-
ten and oral communication skills. For students who are non-native speakers
of English, it is a way of improving English language proficiency, in addition
to practicing intercultural communication, and developing creativity and project
organization skills.

Instructors emphasized the potential of telecollaboration in helping students
to develop a range of professional competencies. They viewed telecollaboration
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as a unique opportunity to put students in realistic professional scenarios and to
practice a variety of skills related to project management, multidisciplinary work,
and communication. Thus, beyond the competencies related to international
communication, like interculturality, politeness, and global Englishes, instructors
highlighted professional attitudes—less tangible than competencies—such as
“awareness of professional environment diversity” and “ownership of expertise.”
“Authenticity” was also a key word in instructors’ responses related to the projects
and documents that constitute the output of such collaborations. Authenticity,
linked to a learner’s agency in the sense of participation and initiative, has also
been pointed to as one of the affordances of telecollaboration (Kohn & Hoffs-
taedter, 2017).

Just like the instructors, the graduate respondents also value the potential
of telecollaboration in replicating realistic professional scenarios and in offering
useful experiences in project management, collaboration, internationalization,
and technical communication in English as a lingua franca. Telecollaboration is
equally valued by administrators, who highlight the opportunities it offers stu-
dents to work in international teams and to write in different contexts. However,
they argue that certain conditions should be met for such opportunities to have
an impact on students, including a steady contact among the project partners and
also the need to raise students’ awareness about the value of this experience.

'The idea of “marketing” students’ international telecollaborative experience as
an asset for employability is mentioned by different respondents, which contrasts
with the fact that the graduates we surveyed had not included this experience in
their job applications. It is assumed that telecollaboration can help bridge the gap
between higher education and professional environments, along the lines of the
recommendations made by Elspeth Jones (2016). However, to help students make
the most of their telecollaboration experience, it is necessary to include an ex-
plicit reflection on project participation (O’Dowd, 2015a), which in the TAPP is
usually performed through pre- and post-learning reports, to encourage students’
reflection on both expectations and learning outcomes (Mousten et al., 2012). The
results of this study are in line with previous TAPP studies (e.g., Arné-Macia
et al., 2019) in that as students interact across languages and take on multiple
roles in realistic work projects, they show a greater appreciation of language(s),
especially English as a lingua franca. Regarding the design of activities, some
valuable suggestions were made by students and graduates, mostly (i) simplifying
tasks and increasing exposure to communication with foreign partners, (ii) con-
necting technical communication with other courses, and (iii) connecting with
real companies. In terms of planning and implementation, care has to be taken to
integrate online and classroom work in a meaningful way (Ferreira et al., 2018).

The second research question focused on a general reflection on the skills
needed for international professional communication—as opposed to concrete
experience—and was elicited in graduates’ and instructors’ surveys. Graduates
place great value on professional communication in the global labor market,
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mentioning specific skills that are needed, like learning about the organization of
companies and adapting to different situations, as well as specific communication
skills related to persuasion and transmitting trust.

Connections can be made between the communication skills that, according
to graduates, are needed in the workplace, and students’ and instructors’ responses
about the skills developed through the TAPP. These include intercultural commu-
nication and collaboration and technical writing. As English is the language of
international professional communication, different perspectives are expressed by
native and non-native speakers, with the former learning to accommodate non-na-
tive audiences and the latter practicing and improving foreign language skills.

When asked about professional communication skills that can be developed
through the TAPP and, more generally, through university courses, administra-
tors give similar answers (self-management, intercultural awareness, adapting to
different audiences and situations, and problem-solving). These responses suggest
an alignment between telecollaboration practices, and the objectives set for cur-
ricular professional communication courses. Like graduates, administrators point
to the role of English as a lingua franca in international professional communi-
cation contexts from a native vs. non-native speaker perspective (i.e., adapting to
non-native audiences vs. improving proficiency in English as a foreign language).

On the last research question, participants’ evaluations of their telecollabora-
tion experience were extremely positive, with high ratings by students, instruc-
tors, and graduates. their institutional perspective, administrators referred to the
potential of the TAPP/telecollaboration initiatives for curriculum (and institu-
tional) internationalization in a sustainable way (Verzella, 2018). The affordances
of telecollaboration mentioned by participants in this study, namely interacting
and collaborating with foreign partners, developing creative assignments, and de-
veloping management and organization skills, were aligned with proposals made
in the literature about teaching technical communication, in that it must cover a
broader range of skills that are demanded in the workplace (e.g., Brumberger &
Lauer, 2015). Thus, telecollaboration projects in T'C allow the integration of such
broad skills with more specific writing sub-skills, such as paraphrasing or editing,
as well as the ability to work with specific genres (usually procedural texts in
TAPP technical writing assignments). Such projects bring to the T'C classroom
the complexity of real workplaces (Maylath et al., 2013b), so that students are
faced with the challenges—as confirmed by participants in this study—of man-
aging time zone differences and dealing with different partners that show varied
perspectives, skills, and levels of commitment to the project, as well as coping
with the demands of multi-tasking and tight deadlines, let alone the linguistic
challenges faced by the students with lower proficiency in English.

Opverall, the TAPP appears to contribute to students’ preparation for inter-
national professional communication, although students are cautious in making
such a direct link with international employability, as indicated by the rating
given on that question (not as high as that for their evaluation of the experi-
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ence). This may be due to the fact that either students find the activity enjoy-
able and different from their everyday academic activity or that the project has
a limited impact, probably due to the short-term nature of the collaborations
and the lack of engagement of students once they have completed the required
work. Despite these limitations, students mention a number of ways in which the
TAPP has helped them develop international professional communication skills:
negotiation, intercultural communication, use of technology, and especially the
opportunity to experience a scenario that replicates the demands of a workplace
environment while they are still at university.

Instructors appear as highly motivated and dedicated (not surprisingly, con-
sidering the grassroots nature of the project), a result that aligns with previous
literature that identifies a broad range of competences and attitudes that char-
acterize instructors engaged in telecollaboration (O’Dowd, 2015b). The motiva-
tion among instructors in this study arises from the desire to bring a globalized
learning environment—“a networked component”—into their courses, giving
students the opportunity to engage in cultural exchange and develop skills related
to the complexities of project management in international professional commu-
nication (Maylath et al., 2013b). In this regard, the term “authenticity” appears
as a key word in participants’ responses (authenticity of situations, projects, and
especially with purposeful assignments that exceed mere course requirements).

Considering that their opinions combine both the student perspective and
that of a post-graduate employee, the responses of graduates were particularly
important. In their evaluation of the TAPP experience, they reflect on similar
positive points as do students and instructors, namely technology-mediated col-
laboration, realistic projects, similarity to workplace environments, internation-
alization, and foreign language learning. However, these highly positive char-
acteristics of telecollaboration are not usually included in their résumés, which
indicates that graduates may not always be aware of the value this experience can
have for potential employers or do not know how to incorporate this experience
into their job application materials.

Furthermore, graduates consider that the TAPP helped them improve their
professional communication skills for the job market, with the only hindrances
being a low level of proficiency in English and the short duration of the overall
project experience. Similarly, administrators who participated in this study ex-
pressed a highly positive view of telecollaboration, acknowledging that it needs
more visibility and support by universities. It is not surprising that such initiatives
are not usually catered to by institutional policies (Helm, 2018), as many TAPP
collaborations develop through the arrangements by individual instructors. Apart
from praising telecollaboration as a teaching tool, the administrators discuss its
advantages as linked to the idea of internationalization at home (Crowther et al.,
2000). Such initiatives are a more sustainable alternative to physical mobility, and
they contribute to creating international learning networks for globalized work
environments.
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Respondents’ recommendations can help improve future TAPP collaborations
focused on TPC. Students’ recommendations range from project organization to
the types of tasks assigned to extending telecollaboration to subject-specific cours-
es. Instructors’ link between the TAPP and increased employability needs further
research but encouraging graduates to better “market” their international experi-
ence constitutes one step forward. Certain conditions should be met for telecol-
laboration to fulfill its potential: alignment with broader course objectives and
methodology as well as specifying professional outcomes that students can display.

In sum, the telecollaboration initiative analyzed in this chapter is based on
students taking on roles that replicate workplace experiences, and it offers enor-
mous potential for increasing the relevance of TC teaching to authentic pro-
tessional needs. In spite of the limitations of this study in terms of scope and
number of respondents, certain implications can be derived for maximizing the
effectiveness of telecollaboration: (i) making students aware of the activity so
that they can take advantage of its full potential, (ii) organizing the tasks so that
they reflect potential professional settings and at the same time are presented
to students in a clear and manageable way, and (iii) strengthening the links be-
tween telecollaboration and the overall TPC curriculum. Through the practice
of intercultural TPC in an experiential way, telecollaboration provides an op-
portunity for students to go beyond strengthening writing and communication
skills by helping them develop broader skill sets to become effective professional
communicators for diverse audiences and contexts against the background of an
increasingly globalized workplace.
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