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Virtual Teams: A Semester-long, Intra-school Exercise

ABSTRACT

The need for workers who can collaborate virtually continues to grow worldwide. Many universities address this need through inter-university projects in which students collaborate with counterparts at other universities all over the world. This paper describes an alternate to the inter-university virtual-teams project. An intra-university virtual-teams exercise that still simulates geographically dispersed collaboration was developed and beta-tested in a business-communication course.

Rationale

Many universities participate in virtual-team projects in which their students collaborate with students in remote locations, including other universities within their own countries and/or globally. Universities, including Harvard and MIT, offer classes in Virtual Teams, with course names that include Virtual Collaboration, Global Collaborative Technology, Teaming in Cyberspace, Global Management of Virtual Teams, Managing in a Virtual World, and Computer Supported Collaborative Work. These courses are offered across disciplines – in IT departments, communication departments, management departments, leadership studies departments, and others.

The exercise described in this paper evolved after the author’s informal 2002 survey of recent [name of university] alumni indicated that, while most alumni expressed satisfaction with how well the many group projects in [name of university]’s School of Business Administration prepared them for teamwork in general, anecdotal evidence suggested that [name of university] had fallen short in preparing graduates to work in virtual teams. Alumni said they felt that their college education had been deficient in teaching them to collaborate on teams, in which they rarely, if ever, actually met with other members of the teams they were assigned to.

Evidence in the literature points to the need for training and education in these areas. The number of virtual workers increased 100 percent to 18 million between 1997 and 1999, according to a survey described by Wiesenfeld, Raghuram, and Garud (2001). A recent executive survey of leading global IT organizations reveals that 82 percent employ Virtual Teams in information technology, as reported on Virtual Teamwork Web page of David Swenson of the College of St. Scholastica (n.d.). Sixty-one percent of employees in large companies with at least 500 employees have participated in virtual project teams, notes a newsbrief in Work & Family (2004). Pepper and Larson (2006) note that “although virtual meetings will likely never totally replace the need for face-to-face meetings, it is clear that this method of communication is becoming more widely accepted as a routine way of conducting business” (p. 298). By 2010, writes Laura Francis (2002), “70 percent of the U.S. population will spend 20 times longer per day interacting virtually.”

This exercise is designed for instructors who lack ample time or resources to plan a project with students from other universities in remote locations. It is designed, instead, as an intra-school exercise that could be conducted within just one class, but ideally involves two or more classes that meet at different times. In the beta test, inspired in part by the television show, “The Apprentice,” a reward/incentive element was added to the exercise and is an option that other instructors may want to consider.

Learning goals

Students participating in this exercise are expected to:

· Encounter and consider the extent to which problems and issues typically encountered when people collaborate in teams are exacerbated in virtual situations. These problems and issues include trust, gossip, power struggles, scheduling difficulties, uneven participation, task complexity, environmental influences (such as other classes and aspects of life that compete for time and attention), accountability, false consensus/groupthink, unresolved conflict, and differences in the way various team members interpret information.

· Encounter and learn to handle problems that may be exclusive to virtual teams, such as difficulty in forming a cohesive team, lack of visual cues, as well as technology issues and varying levels of technological competency.

· Learn to build trust in a team that rarely, if ever, meets face-to-face.

· Consider synchronous and asynchronous communication media that can be used in virtual teams and examine their effectiveness for various aspects of virtual collaboration.

· Discover success factors for virtual teams.

· Establish roles for virtual-team members, such as project leader, creative director, technology guru, meeting facilitator, scheduler/timeline keeper, and conflict mediator.

Timing

The exercise is designed to span about nine weeks of a 16-week semester.

Number of participants or group size

Ideally, the exercise involves students from more than one section of the same course. In the beta test, teams were formed with two members from each of three sections of a business communication course, for a total of 16 teams (96 students in all). Thus, students were put together with students who did not necessarily share their class schedules. While face-to-face meetings were certainly possible (and not preventable), mixing up students from different sections helped to simulate the remoteness that requires virtual collaboration. 

Materials needed

No particular materials are needed except if an instructor wishes to, as was done in the beta test, award a prize with cash value to the winning team.

Student Pre-exercise Preparation 

In the beta test, students were assigned three readings about virtual teams that appear in boldface on the Suggested Reading list (see Appendix B). A full class session was spent interactively discussing how to collaborate effectively in a virtual team. In this class session, the virtual-team project assignment was explained.

Preparation needed by instructor

The instructor should be well versed in virtual teams and prepared to guide students in the pitfalls of virtual collaboration (see Suggested Reading in Appendix B). By the time of the class session introducing the exercise in the beta test, 16 teams of six members were assigned. In the beta test, students were assigned randomly to teams. For each team, two students were chosen from the beginning of the alphabet from the roster of one class; two students were chosen from the end of the alphabet from the roster of one class; and two students were chosen from the middle of the alphabet from the roster of the third class.

Detailed steps and timing involved in doing the exercise 

(See also Project Description in Appendix B).

1. Instructor describes various means of virtual communication available to students. In the beta test, these communication channels included e-mail, phone, instant messaging, chat rooms, and group communication space on Blackboard, the online interface used by the university. The instructor acknowledged that teams could not be prevented from meeting face-to-face – and that real virtual teams tend to occasionally meet face-to-face – but students were encouraged them to communicate virtually as much as possible.

2. Instructor describes the assigned deliverable(s) for the exercise. The team deliverable can be anything that is relevant to the content and learning goals of the class. Teams could have a single deliverable, or, in the case of the beta test, a series of deliverables. In the beta test, deliverables included a team name, team mission statement, team resume, and a major project deliverable. The major project was a pitch for a communication plan for the lobby of the relatively new building where the university’s business classes are held. The options for presenting the communication plan were wide open. Students could develop a virtual pitch (PowerPoint, Web page), a hard-copy document, a live presentation, an audio presentation, or a video presentation. 

3. Instructor informs teams of incentives for deliverables. In the beta test, teams were to be awarded up 300 points (a portion of their course grade) for all deliverables. As an added incentive, an escalating scale of bonus points was offered to teams with the best pitch, with the “winning” team earning 100 bonus points, the 10th-place team earning 10 bonus points, the teams in between earning decreasing numbers of bonus points between 100 and 10, and the last six teams earning no bonus points. As a still greater incentive, a prize with cash value (gift cards) was presented as the potential reward for members of the top team. Ten points of the 300 possible points were awarded by the team members themselves as an evaluation of for individual contributions. (In retrospect, 10 points was determined to be too low a number, and future projects will entail 25 points for individual contributions).

4. Students then begin making contact with their virtual teammates, communicating virtually, and planning to meet the due dates for deliverables. They are encouraged to seek instructor’s guidance in case of problems. A policy for “firing” a team member is in place in case of intractable conflicts.

5. Students submit deliverables as assigned. In the beta test, students turned in a deliverable each week for three weeks following the introduction of the exercise. They then had a month to produce the final, major deliverable.  

6. If using a competitive format, instructor ranks the final deliverables and awards grades, bonus points to all teams, and, if desired, a prize with cash value to the top team. In the beta test, an award was also given to the team that demonstrated the most “virtual team spirit.”

Debriefing the exercise 

Students in the beta test had two opportunities to debrief and offer feedback about the exercise. They submitted an online assessment form in which they awarded points to themselves and their teammates, described the percentage of time the team devoted to each type of communication channel, and commented on the problems/successes they encountered in collaborating virtually. In addition, a class session was spent exploring what students had learned from the exercise.

Addressing learning goals and bringing forth additional learning 

In the debriefing/discussion session, students were asked to describe how the problems and issues typically encountered when people collaborate in teams had differed in the virtual sphere. They discussed how they had coped with problems particular to virtual teams. For example, one team had a member who was barely computer literate. Team members described how they had coped by setting up special tutoring sessions for this teammate. Students related how they had built trust and which communication media they had used. They described the elements that had led to success of lack of success. Students listed a variety of methods for establishing and distributing leadership.

The student experience 

An estimated half of the beta-test students greatly enjoyed the virtual team project and said they learned a great deal about communicating virtually. The students who had problems with the project tended to raise the same issues that students raise about any group project; most issues did not seem to particularly relate to the virtual aspect. 

Unexpected outcomes 

All teams developed creative team names and good mission statements. Students clamored for an example of a team resume, but the assignment was adapted from one by Paula J. Caproni of the University of Michigan business school, who did not provide a sample resume. Teams thus showed more variety and creativity in their team resumes than the “cookie-cutter” resumes they might have produced if they had been given a sample.

The final-project deliverables exceeded expectations. Teams produced:

•
A Web site with a blog

•
PowerPoint presentations

•
DVDs with both film and PowerPoint elements

•
Live presentations

•
Hard copy reports

•
Brochures

In addition, students submitted many wonderful ideas that could actually be presented to [name of university]’s administration as ways improve the communication in the business building’s lobby.

Some groups submitted sample communications – chat room logs, and discussions on Blackboard to show how they communicated virtually.

Complete copy of the exercise 

See Appendix A.

Time frames for presenting the exercise or portion of the exercise at the Eastern Academy of Management meeting and extent to which session attendees will be able to participate in the typical time frames of the meeting 

Since the exercise spans many weeks, it cannot truly be experienced by session attendees but can be described in the time frame normally granted to session presenters.

Lessons learned and thoughts for the future of the exercise

The beta test of exercise was successful enough that it will be repeated in future classes, with the theme of the major deliverable changed each time to keep it fresh each semester. Student comments (see Appendix C) after the beta test will assist greatly in guiding future students around the project’s pitfalls. Experimentation with other online interfaces and software for virtual collaboration may be explored in the future. The best outcome is a completely replicable assignment and a strong basis for teaching an entire course on virtual-team collaboration. 
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Appendix A – Complete copy of the exercise 

Note: The exercise is accessible to students through a Web page, but the site address is not disclosed here in case this proposal is blind-reviewed.

Virtual Team Project Overview – 300 points

You and 5 other students will be assigned to a virtual team by the third week of class. Your team will consist of two members from your own section (including you) and two from each of the other two sections of the course.

We will have approximately 16 teams of 6 people in a competitive team project. You could compare this project to the competitive projects on “The Apprentice,” except that there will be many more teams and much more time. As in “The Apprentice,” however, the winning team will earn rewards.

The intent is for your team to work virtually on this project – to simulate globally “far-flung” teams who work together from remote locations and rarely, if ever, meet face-to-face.

While your team may want to meet face-to-face the first time you get together, the intent is for your team to primarily employ principles of effective virtual-team collaboration and accomplish your project’s goal virtually – by experimenting with several types of non-face-to-face communication, such as:

· e-mail

· instant messaging

· phone and possibly phone conferencing

· group communication space on Blackboard

· others? (be creative!)

Your challenge is to be chosen as the winning team. The winning team is the one that sells itself as the best choice to execute a communications plan for the lobby of the [name of building]. IMPORTANT NOTE: Your team does not actually have to execute this plan; you just have to be chosen as the best team to execute the plan.

Team deliverables: Your final team project is to develop a means (a “pitch,” in other words) to convince the judge(s) that your team is best suited for the job of executing a communications plan for the lobby of the [name of building]. To successfully pitch your team, you will need to provide a taste of the communication plan that you would execute if chosen, but it does not need to be a full-blown plan.

In addition, your team is responsible for these deliverables:

· Team name

· Team mission statement

· Team resume

[name of building] Communications Plan: The [name of building] lobby currently does little to convey the identity of the building, its occupants, the School of Business Administration, or even [name of university]. Other schools often use kiosks for information and interaction. The lobby could contain directory information. The lobby currently contains display monitors that get limited use. What message should the lobby convey, and how can it be best delivered? Your plan* might focus on the history of the building and its donors, or students, or faculty, or finding one’s way around the building, or the subjects of classes/majors offered, or special School of Business Administration programs, or something else, or a combination. *Remember, you do not need to develop a full-blown plan; you just need to develop enough to convey a feel for what your team has in mind, enough to sell the judge(s) on the fact that your team should be chosen to execute your plan. Assume that a healthy but not unlimited budget is available to execute your team’s plan.

Presenting your pitch: Your team can choose any way you want (within reason) to present your pitch. It could be:

· A virtual pitch (PowerPoint presentation, or Web page[s], maybe even e-mail)

· A hard-copy document

· A live presentation (if you choose this route, you will need to consult with instructor to schedule the presentation)

· An audio presentation.

· A video presentation.

· Something else (be creative)

Judge(s) may be limited to your class instructor or may be a larger panel consisting of other faculty members and administrators.

Rewards: In addition to regular points toward your grade in the course, members of the winning team will win bonus points PLUS a prize with monetary value, such as gift cards to an electronics store. Runner-up teams will earn descending numbers of bonus points. See details.

	Date
	Activity or Deliverable Due
	Point Value

	Week 3
	Virtual Teams Assigned
	n/a

	Week 4
	DUE: Team Name (E-mail to instructor)
	25 points

	Week 5
	DUE: Team Mission Statement
	50 points

	Week 6
	DUE: Team Resume
	100 points

	Week 9
	If your team needs to schedule a live presentation as your final project, see instructor by this week.
	n/a

	Week 11
	DUE: Final Team Project
	115 points

	Week 12
	DUE: Web-based assessment form
	

	
	
	Total group points = 300


Rewards

	Date
	Bonus points
	Additional reward

	1st pace team
	100
	Each member gets

prize with cash value

	2nd place team
	90
	

	3rd place team
	80
	

	4th place team
	70
	


	5th place team
	60
	

	6th place team
	50
	

	7th place team
	40
	

	8th place team
	30
	

	9th place team
	20
	

	10th place team
	10
	

	11th and below
	0
	


Details of Deliverables

In their book Virtual Teams (2000), Jessica Lipnack and Jeffrey Stamps outline 7 steps for successful virtual teams. While it is hoped that your team will engage in all 7 steps, only 3-4 of them are required as graded assignments for this Virtual Team Project. The 7 steps and 3 graded deliverables (excluding final project deliverable) are:

1. Create identity: Team Name

2. Draft mission: Team Mission

3. Determine milestones.

4. Set goals.

5. Identify members: Team Resume

6. Establish relationships (This step could also contribute to Team Resume).

7. Choose [communication] media.

Team Name: “A team’s name symbolizes its identity, it smallest mental model,” write Jessica Lipnack and Jeffrey Stamps in Virtual Teams (2000, p. 214). “Names may be wild creative expressions of mission or merely descriptive tags... Your name labels your team. Consider a formal name that clearly communicates what the team is about.” E-mail your team name to instructor by Week 4.

Team Mission: “Rule number 1 of every team is to get the purpose right early and review it often (Lipnack & Stamps, 2000, p. 215). “This exercise is at once more important and more difficult for virtual teams. Even when it receives its purpose as an explicit charter from above [or as a class assignment], a team must do the hard work of interpreting and expressing the mission in its own words. Functioning with far less oversight than is customary for a traditional team, everyone on a virtual team must understand and agree with the purpose....We cannot overstate the value of a virtual team cycling through its purpose-setting exercise several times... Your team must make its purpose explicit and concrete. For some, this means writing down the purpose in a formal mission statement; for some, it is a list of outcomes; Still others will embrace a diagram or picture that captures the essence of what the team is about.... Answer this question: ‘Why are we doing this?’ Draft a statement of intent...Use verbs, action words.... Now answer: ‘What are we going to do?’ [Try to] name the team’s primary result... Where criteria for success are clear, state them... Every mission statement and its proposed result sit inside a broader vision...it’s the vision that stirs the passion of purpose – or the ho-hum lack of it... E-mails, memos, diagrams, presentations, white papers, and other symbols of shared motivation accumulate and help spark the emotional bonds that carry the chemistry of collaboration.” Construct a mission in whatever form your team chooses – formal statement, a few sentences, a paragraph, several paragraphs, a page or more, a list, a diagram, a drawing – whatever way best expresses your team’s mission and submit to instructor via e-mail, in the Blackboard drop box or as hard copy, by Week 5.

Team Resume: [Adapted from an exercise developed by Paula J. Caproni, Ph.D., University of Michigan Business School]: Collectively, your team has an amazing amount of talent, knowledge, experience, and resources to bring to your team task. Your challenge is to create a one-page team resume that reflects this talent, knowledge, experience, and resources.

This exercise is useful when forming a new team for several reasons:

· It focuses team members’ attention on the resources they collectively have that can enhance team performance (that they would not have as individuals).

· It is an easy and fun way to help team members learn about each other, develop respect for each other, have some fun together, and develop common ground. These processes are especially important for diverse and virtual teams. 

· It helps avoid unconscious stereotyping by giving team members an opportunity to have more control over how they are perceived (rather than leave first impressions to the stereotyping that is likely to occur when people meet each other for the first time) 

· It is a quick way to identify team strengths and weaknesses/gaps.

Procedures: Try to incorporate guidelines for good resume writing while considering inclusion of the following topics (and any others your team chooses):

· Education (the group’s collect years of education, for example)

· Professional experience (the group’s collective years of professional experience)

· Positions held

· Professional skills

· Cognitive styles (e.g., using Myers-Briggs or other cognitive style descriptors)

· Accomplishments and awards

· International experience (e.g., nationalities represented, personal or professional experience in different countries, languages spoken)

· Special skills (especially those relevant to the team’s project)

Submit your team resume to instructor via e-mail, in the Blackboard drop box or as hard copy, by Week 6.

Final Team Project/Pitch: See details above. Contact instructor with any questions/concerns. Due Week 11 (Nov. 3).

Assessment of Team Members’ Individual Contribution to Virtual Team Project: Each member of your team must also submit the form Assessment of Team Members’ Individual Contribution to Team Project on or before Nov. 10. The form is at [Web address] and should be submitted online. The form enables you to evaluate the contribution of each group member, including yourself, to the group project, and you cannot receive your group grade without submitting this form and including yourself on it.

Additional Resources on Virtual Teams

In her article, “Creating Successful Online Team Communication,” Genie Black suggests some additional aspects team members may want to consider to get organized, get acquainted, establish communication goals, and take the first step toward creating team cohesion:

· Team members’ contact information: phone, fax, e-mail addresses.

· Team member skills inventory: strengths, contributions they feel they can make to the team, identification of areas for improvement.

· Learning team goals: goals for quality, group processes, project work, timelines for completion of team work.

· Potential barriers to the achievement of these goals.

· Conflict management: what potential conflicts might arise and how to team members plan to resolve these conflicts.

· Preliminary project plan: identification of the tasks involved in the team project, who will be responsible for each task, completion date for each task, whether the team will assign a leader.

· Communication Protocol: a set of guidelines for behavior including such issues as when/how to notify the team if the student has to miss a meeting, turn-around time for responding to e-mails/phone calls/faxes, teams norms, procedures for reviewing and editing documents, generating ideas for team building.

Virtual Teamwork: http://faculty.css.edu/dswenson/web/VirtualTeam/virtualteamhome.html

Large collection of links

Virtual Teams: http://www.managementhelp.org/grp_skll/virtual/virtual.htm

Factors Influencing Virtual Teams http://www.seanet.com/%7Edaveg/articles.htm#Factors

The Coolest Kind of Collaboration http://netage.com/press/itworld_lamont.htm

Coach Universe Virtual Teams.htm http://www.coachuniverse.com/virtualteams.htm

Links and resources/tools

Working Together at a Distance http://www.devicelink.com/mddi/archive/02/01/007.html

Virtual Team Stories http://netage.com/pub/pub_fr.htm
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Appendix C

Comments from Students about Virtual Team Project

Each paragraph represents a comment form an individual student.

Positive responses to collaborating virtually…

Hands down, this is the BEST group that I have ever been involved in when it comes to a group project. We were each able to bring something different to the group and this resulted in a truly dynamic experience. I have never enjoyed a group project more then this one. It was a joy to work with everyone, and I can’t say enough good things about this group as a whole. I know we have each sent email about how much we enjoyed working as a team and how it was almost sad that it is over. I can say without a doubt that each team member put in considerable time on this project. I would like to say that if I could ever pick a group of people to work with again, my four team members would be the first I would choose. I would like to say thank you, [name of instructor], for providing us with the assignment. Without it I probably not have met anyone on this great team. Our team really didn’t have a problem collaborating virtually. Our first few meetings were all online. We used AIM chats so that we could easily log their contents. We also talked on AIM regularly. In addition, we used email to stay updated and transmit documents back and forth. I think this project helps us develop skills that we will use in future business and group projects. 

I had the most amazing group I have ever had before. I mean, I did not know a single member of my group until we were in a virtual team together, and we all just clicked. And, the best part about it was that we all are so different and our individuality and uniqueness was such an asset to our team. Each of us contributed a significant part to the project, and I feel we produced something to be proud of. Even if we do not come out on top, I can honestly say that I came out of this project not only gaining experience with working with team members virtually, but gaining friendship with four absolutely amazing individuals. I feel so lucky to have the team that I had.  

We worked together great, really had no problems. It was fun meeting new people through the exercise, and I think we worked well together. That is, the people that were active throughout the project.

I think our group worked together really well. There were very few problems, and the only ones that occurred where scheduling problems (nothing having to do with actual team members). I think that overall the project was a success. We didn’t really have any problems with the exception of getting everyone together for meetings, whether they were face-to-face or virtual.  Attendance was not a problem. The entire group worked together really well and rarely had a difference of opinion. Everything was really good.

We did not encounter any significant problems in collaborating virtually. Everything went pretty smoothly.

Everyone emailed and chatted effectively. There were several successful file transfers, which saved a lot of time if we were to meet face-to-face or mail a physical version.

I got to meet with new people I had never talked to, and they were very accommodating to set up video time to work together around each other’s schedules.

Our group came together very well and had no trouble completing the project. The project went very smoothly and was actually very enjoyable (relative to other group projects from other classes).

I thought it was cool. I work this way for a job, so it wasn’t hard for me, but having a group that’s not too comfortable with virtual communication made it a little more difficult.

I feel we had more virtual success than any team. We didn’t meet face-to-face until a week before the project was due! Ninety percent of our project was completed on the Blackboard Discussion Board.

There were no fights or arguments, and everyone got done what was asked of them. Some members were not present at some of the face-to-face meetings, but that is understandable.  Everyone got their parts … We encountered a few problems … Getting members to come together as one was a little difficult, but in the end, everyone got what they needed to get done, done. And that is what counts the most. Also, something that really impressed me was the way everyone got along. There was no arguing or fighting or people who were not willing to put in the effort. All in all it turned out to be a great project and I, along with my group, had fun doing it.

Our group just had perfect chemistry. We assigned tasks and everyone got them in on time, which made my job really easy for posting content on the webpage. Overall, in the first month of this project I considered it “work for a grade.” After we developed our team communication skills further, I looked forward to meeting with my team once a week. It turned into more of a hobby, and we all had the same goal in mind; we wanted to be in first place and get an A. … This is by far the best team project I have ever had at [name of university]. So thanks again for the great project. We were just blessed that our final team members were tech savvy. We always came to the chat meetings on time, e-mail was huge, and individual instant messages were also big. For example, if I need help with a part of the website that I assigned work for to a team member, we would usually just talk through instant messages. My team members knew how to harness technology, and you can see that from http://www.[name of university].edu/~jdirubio/bn301



What worked virtually and what was better face-to-face…

We found [that] to understand what everyone wanted to contribute and explain was much easier in person. You can only go into so much detail on the computer. I think if it was a situation where we were forced to work virtually it could have worked. For example, students from different schools or countries. But it was just more convenient for obvious reasons to meet face-to-face. Our meetings were not all that long; we just told each other our ideas and then went home to work on those things.

Virtually, it was harder to receive instant input or approval from another team member, but in the end, everything seemed to work out. I also think it would have been beneficial if each team member were required to have a certain level of computer literacy before beginning this assignment. For example, I personally would have liked to have already known how to put together a website before I started this project so I could have contributed my expertise toward the team’s effort.

We had success with instant messaging and email, but we did more through meeting and expressing what we needed in person and then re-enforcing it through email. We did do the first 3 parts completely through virtual time.

We used a great deal of email only because we had a large amount of documentation to be read before submission. It made it easier to connect with the others and in a reasonable amount of time get a response back. Meetings in person were to physically look at the lobby and decide what to change and because a website is a visual item, it was easier to view it together. We used chat rooms for discussion about written items. I think that it depends on the type of project that determines the type of collaboration needed. We didn’t have any problems. We were all pretty flexible with scheduling meetings.

It was hard to show people what you meant, as oppose to just typing it. Besides that, I thought we did a great job collaborating virtually.

It was difficult to find a time when everyone could join a chat room, so that’s why we did e-mail and postings on the discussion board. We did meet face-to-face a bit to put the final video together.

I found it was hard to get everyone’s input quickly, and discussion about ideas was a lot less effective virtually compared to in person.

I felt it very difficult to accomplish this project without meeting face-to-face; however, it was possible to complete. The whole process was a great learning experience.

Working virtually was easy as far as turning things in to each other, but it was difficult to make firm decisions doing so. It was best to meet in person to make sure everyone was on the same page and delegate work. Communication about that work was then done virtually and worked very well.

It really was not a challenge to communicate virtually but the response time was slower than it would have been during a face-to-face meeting. We only had two meetings that were face-to-face, one at the very beginning and one at the very end of this assignment. I made phone calls and scheduled these. In between these times, we communicated via email, Blackboard discussion boards, and MSN messenger for those who had it.   

I think the lack of experience in virtual teams was a downfall in not being able to truly keep it to virtual meetings. Given another opportunity with the experience gained from this project, I feel I would be much better at adhering to the virtual aspect of the project.

I thought we had difficulty delegating properly through virtual means, and it ended up with a few people in the beginning volunteering to do all the work. Personally, I had problems with the chat rooms because, with five people talking at once, I was spending all my time trying to keep up and wasn’t contributing much.

Dealing virtually with people I had never met started out very difficult. One member of our team was having problems with his school email, so he didn’t receive the first couple of messages. We did have an initial meeting, which helped a lot, I could put a face with a name, and I got a better feel for individual personalities.

In the beginning it was slow getting everything together because we didn’t have a meeting in person. Things went along smoothly after our first meeting. It’s tough to keep ongoing conversations and stay focused when your only means of communication is through email and discussion boards.

I feel that email is a great way to communicate. If works best if you know everyone checks their mail on a daily basis. The face-to-face meetings were necessary, especially early on so that contact information and meeting times could be compiled.

I think that collaborating virtually worked out really well because so many people have different schedules. It was very effective.



About team willingness to collaborate virtually…

I realized that my team was not very willing to meet virtually instead of face-to-face. I think the project would have been less difficult if we did more thing virtually.

Perhaps, had we been more virtual we would have been better off, but some people had problems with getting online at certain times etc...and it all just became a big headache.

We met in person only twice. We already knew what we had to do, so the meetings went smoothly. Other times, we just e-mailed our thoughts, or used instant message. We did Blackboard a little, but most of our project was through e-mail.



Some just really didn’t like collaborating virtually….

Virtual teams are one of the worst things I have ever encountered. I can see where they may come in handy, but not for the duration of a full project. There is no easy way to properly convey your true feelings about a given situation due to the lack of face-to-face collaboration. Most people in business, (yes, I will fall back on my own experience and knowledge) use their ability to “read” the other person while speaking with them and adjust their words subsequently. This is just my honest opinion. I am glad I encountered it in college so I can be wary of it in the Real World.

I think in the beginning our group had a really hard time just getting each other’s screen names since one of our group members did not have AIM and another one never provided a screen name. I sent out multiple emails trying to get screen names and delegate work, and no one would respond to me. Since the emphasis was on the virtual aspect, I think that my group really tried to check their email and use AIM, but in the end it was not that effective. I really liked the idea of the project and the fact that it was something new. We had some success by using AIM. though. Overall, I thought that this taught me several things about working with members online and meeting deadlines.

Project does not lend itself to something that can be done virtually. All the planning and breakdown of work can be done virtually, but when it came time to actually do the work to make the pitch, face-to-face meetings by at least some team members [were] necessary.

Virtually it didn’t come out well. Most people expected and wanted a face-to-face meeting structure. They seemed more comfortable knowing the other person than just assignment based on sheer resume and credentials.

I think the fact that team members did not have face-to-face interaction killed the team. The project itself seemed virtual (as in unreal), so procrastination set in. Without a real personal incentive like in the business world (profit), teams fall apart.

At first, I thought the idea of this project was really cool, but when we had our first chat meeting I realized how hard this was going to be. During all of our chat meetings, we hardly got anything done. It was like pulling teeth to get everyone on the same page. Something that should have taken 15 minutes took an hour. We ended up getting more done in our face-to-face meetings than chatting or in email.



Problems and successes with the virtual-collaboration process…

In the beginning we talked about getting an online time to connect virtually but I believe there were two people who had a problem with computers and/or Internet. …  None of us were very familiar with what Blackboard had to offer, although it didn’t seem like much, so we only used it to post updates on there and so anyone who wanted could check them at any time. (I don’t know that anyone did, ha ha). It was helpful because I had the contact list up there, but it didn’t help our team members by encouraging success. I feel like we should’ve accomplished a lot more a lot earlier and been done with this project, but it seems like many people were just putting it on the back burner. Being that it wasn’t really supposed to be a face-to-face team. I had a hard time getting on people’s tails about getting things in on time. Perhaps setting a deadline would’ve been better. I’m just always afraid of getting poorly evaluated if I come off as Hitler.

I feel that everyone contributed as well as they could to our project. We had great communication between everyone, and when someone couldn’t make it to a chat – they always caught up to what we talked about and were more than willing to compensate for their absence. Some people had more skills that were applicable to the assignment, but I think everyone did a great job! The only problem I felt I had with collaborating virtually was that it was difficult to follow along in our online discussions, because it was almost like everyone was talking at once about 6 different things. I did like virtual meetings, though, because they were a lot more convenient, and you could save your discussion for reference at a later time. I also didn’t really like the fact that you don’t become very close with your group members like you would if you worked non-virtually.

I would not have known how to organize all the deliverables, using email groups thru blackboard etc. ]My team members] taught me a lot about being involved in a group project. I really enjoyed working with them. As much as I am happy the project is finished (deep breath), I am unhappy that we won’t be working together anymore (deep sigh).

I think this was a valuable learning experience for all of us… It was difficult to perform to the best of our abilities by doing something we all have never done before. If we had to do it again, I think we would all be able to handle the tasks better. Communicating wasn’t a huge problem. I think finding time to meet face-to-face to regroup every few weeks was a problem. Everyone’s schedules were so different that it made meeting not a fun experience. Other then that I enjoyed it. I think the time spent on the PowerPoint and the video really brought us together. We all wanted to be present on the final cut of the PowerPoint and the filming for the video so that was a lot of time spent with each other, and it brought us closer and actually made us work better as a team.

Problems:

· Email responses that you feel are adequate.

· Meeting times.

· Schedules, emergencies, and prior responsibilities.

Successes:

· Meeting at awkward times, i.e., 11 pm

· Allowing progression over night, or over days period in time.

· Always access to say what you need/want to a group without calling 5 different people.

Very difficult to communicate because virtually is not routine or have set boundaries of effective communicating.

There was a big communication problem. It sometimes occurred that people would hand things in late, and the present members had to pick up the slack. Some people just don’t check their e-mail. That seemed to be the problem. People don’t check and then get mad that they were not informed.

There was a problem with how often people checked e-mail. Even though members knew our main way of communication was through e-mail, some I felt didn’t not check their e-mail even once a day. I just felt as if it was very hard for our group to communicate.

… everyone did not always check their emails, answer the phones, or anything else. I would prefer to work on a group project with direct communication (face-to-face). But overall, we got our message to everyone eventually.

Collaborating online I thought was extremely difficult because of delayed responses to emails, and I thought it was hard to accomplish a complete task as a team virtually. I thought it was easy to think of ideas online but to agree to one idea I felt like we all needed to talk at one time.

The difficulty lessened as we got used to the teams’ schedule.

I think the virtual atmosphere is a difficult adjustment for students at first, but doing it is great practice. I would suggest overall virtual collaboration was successful because this will not be the only time we do it, and as a member of CLARKS Communications I truly believe we have put together one of the top contending projects. If this was to be done again, it would be interesting to do a virtual project with students from locations over 20 miles away so that meeting isn’t convenient, even running into people on the way to class.

We all usually posted the all the e-mails we sent out on Blackboard as well just to make sure it was available to everyone. Every day, since we began this project, I would receive at least one e-mail a day to about five, three on average. We had about five or six face-to-face meetings .... sometimes they would just be an hour and sometimes they would go for two or three hours. It just depended on what we needed to accomplish and how much time everyone had. Our chatroom sessions were not only fun but very successful. The only thing was that I felt at times it took longer to get something accomplished with these because you have to take time to type everything you want to say, but you make up for the time by not having to travel anywhere. I really enjoyed the virtual aspect of these project, and I know it will be very applicable in any profession I have in the future. Thank you for this opportunity.  

Working virtually was very difficult. Scheduling was also tough, and the overall willingness to work with others was lacking in some of the group members.

Much of our communication was done through group emails, individual phone calls, and individual face-to-face meetings. A problem that I personally encountered was the inability to send a fairly large PowerPoint file via email, due to the size restrictions placed on [name of university] email accounts by the administrators. Another problem we experienced was not knowing how often other group members checked their various forms of virtual contact. Someone could send an email or leave a voice message, for example, but the sender could not know how long it would take for the recipient to get the message.

When preparing for the project we all needed to meet together in the chatroom in order to square things away. It was very difficult to pick a time when everyone could be online to discuss issues. However, we made it to the chatroom a couple times to get assignments accomplished. Most of the people in the group were leaders, but very cooperative. My group worked extremely well together. Our ideas collaborated very well. We honestly only met face-to-face one time, and not everyone in the group was even there. We needed to meet face-to-face in order to film our video presentation. The virtual team idea is very effective, and I hope to work in virtual groups again in the future.

I think our group worked great together. We got all the work done and most importantly – on time. The main communication we used was e-mail, so we did have some difficulties there when trying to set up meetings or divide up work. It just seems to be an ineffective way to make quick decisions. I enjoyed collaborating virtually and I felt our team worked effectively together. 

This project was difficult considering we rarely met face-to-face for collaboration. We communicated well through Blackboard and email and always managed to turn our assignments in on time.

I felt that we were all on different schedules completely. It was difficult even getting information together using emails and such. I think that using the virtual collaborating was difficult, and not everyone wanted to contribute the same amount of time or effort. I think that we stuck it out and got things done at the end, but some may have worked harder than others.

Our group worked well together. When tempted with the urge to meet together in person, we all came back to the fact that it was a VIRTUAL project. We met in very small groups; 2 or 3 people got together to do their part and then passed it on. Our chat sessions were great.  Brainstorming was great, and we worked together to meet the goals for our group. Doing the project virtually was a challenge, only because at [name of university] we are so use to doing things in groups that always meet in person. I think it’s a good idea, but it needs to be tweaked.

We had problems getting some of our team members to agree to times to discuss our projects, and getting them to contribute. It was very hard to get team members organized and motivated virtually.



About the available technology…

Blackboard’s chat forum is a little confusing to operate. Its message board can also be improved.

The Blackboard Group Page Discussion Board worked out far better than I expected. The only pitfall we had to be careful of was checking it frequently, but I think some of us did a good job of avoiding it. Overall, I was very pleased with the effectiveness of doing a virtual project.

BlackBoard Discussion Board was terrible, but we still used it as much as we could. Main problem was people not checking it frequently enough, so sending out emails to remind group members when something was being discussed was helpful.

I found the discussion board to be kind of cumbersome. (UBB) Ultimate Bulletin Board software is way better, but that’s not part of [name of university]’s Blackboard package. I’m always near a computer, which helped, but much of a group wasn’t...so that made live communication (IM) a little more difficult.

E-mail was definitely the best way to overcome scheduling obstacles. My teammates could leave messages at any time of the day, and I would be able to respond that night or the following morning. It really was the method of choice for us.

One feature that wasn’t listed was the BlackBoard file exchange, which wasn’t live communication, but great for us to post files that we would need in case we were using different computer systems. 

E-mail [was] most difficult because of how far into Blackboard you have to go to select the group to email. Phone was easiest and most productive. I should have put everyone’s email address in a distribution list, and it would have made things easier.

The Blackboard discussion group and chat was too difficult and complicated to use. Our group used Yahoo chat, email, and phone calls. We had to meet in small groups because there was a visual part to our presentation. 



Virtual-team problems often vary little from any other group process issues…

The most successful aspect, was combining all of our ideas and building off of each other. The hardest thing was getting motivated and getting everyone to agree on the same things.

The only time we ever had a problem with people not showing up to the meetings was when the time changed. Some people got a little confused. Other than that, our team worked really well together, and each person contributed their own skills to the final outcome.

Virtual meetings had the same problems that actual meetings had...arranging appropriate times and getting the whole group together.

It was hard to get together either virtually or in person due to such varying schedules. Several of us had jobs, and several played sports or had organizational obligations.

I felt that I had to continually nag and nag my group members. I started out with a positive outlook. Everyone was throwing out ideas and had good attitudes; however, when it came to actually getting tangible work done, nothing happened.

There were so many team members we found it hard to all meet at the same time. Working with only a few members at one time on the project was the best way because then we would come together as a group at a later date and discuss our progress on the project. All together it was a successful group project.

The group worked well together. The majority of the work was done by a few people. We encountered a few problems. First was finding a time people could all meet as a group. A few times, there was always someone missing. I also encountered problems getting people to do their parts of the project.… On a positive side, our group got along really well together and had a great amount of chemistry. There were no arguments or people who failed to participate in any manner. Looking back, I just wish we had come up with a better plan on the project and wish that everyone as a whole had spent more time and diligence on the project as a whole. Other than that, I feel it was a success.

Everyone worked well together at the beginning. The AIM chatrooms were very helpful. Toward the end when we implemented the plan, some group members did not contribute … Problem was finding time for everyone to meet, with the group members being in college, they have many commitments. Often one or two members would be absent from a chat room due to work or extra-curricular. The AIM chatrooms work wonderfully, but I was not aware of the Blackboard chat feature. It was also helpful to send attachments through emails while working on the project. This would give everyone a chance to review the attachment and send it back with corrections or additions. The only downfall with the project was that for things such as the team resume, one person had to do most of the work. The information would be sent to a team member who volunteered and would compile all the information. Overall, I believe this gave me a great advantage for my future career because before this project I had never heard of such a thing. Thank you for this unique opportunity.

Our active schedules more or less fill each member’s days and evenings, making it difficult to find an agreeable time for live group communication via instant messengers or chatrooms. 

It was hard to get everyone to agree on something either through discussion boards, emails or face-to-face.

The problem was getting people to meet either online or face-to-face. No one could meet at the same time. Made it more difficult than the project itself.

I enjoyed this project a lot more than I thought I was going to at the outset. The only real problem I had with some of my team members was their unwillingness to participate and be a self-starter. We would have a meeting, and people would duck out at the last minute with a sorry excuse, or people would not turn in their part of the assignment for peer-review on time. But in the end, I think everyone came through. Everyone ended up participating, but some had to be delegated to and basically led by hand through what they were going to do – instead of them stepping up and saying “this is what I’d like to do.” Basically I think some of the group wanted things done for them. [There were] scheduling conflicts and not being prompt with the checking of e-mails, etc. We would send out an idea or suggestion wanting feedback immediately and one or more of the group would either not respond ASAP or not respond at all. In that sense, it made it very difficult to communicate. Eventually however, we all got on the same page and it worked out great!

Scheduling was the biggest issue. Once we could accommodate everyone at the same time, it wasn’t much of an issue to get work done, some did hide a bit, but it has to do with others taking the responsibility of the project and not being acceptable of other’s opinions.

In my honest opinion, I don’t believe that there was enough work to warrant having 6 or more people on a team. Some of the lower [evaluations of team members] were not because they didn’t give some ideas, it was because it was hard to actually get something for everyone to do. My suggestion would be to lower the number of people in a group next year. Other than that, I found no personal or non-personal issues with this team. I believe we were successful in coming up with great concept, and doing the assignments was no problem.

The problem with virtual collaboration is that it is difficult to coordinate things, especially when everyone is not on the same page about due dates

It was hard to get the entire team together, and it was rather segregated between the people who knew each other and the other people on the team. Also, toward the beginning, one of my team members and I had a rather heated argument over e-mail, which in the end was a great learning experience, and by the end of the project, she and I had resolved our differences and got along very well.
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