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Abstract: Critical as well as creative thinking, knowledge sharing abilities and
intercultural competences are considered key competences in today’s business
world.
Basing on the results of a study at the King Mongkut’s Institute of Technology
North Bangkok (Thailand) the present contribution intends to compare the study
behavior of Asian students in comparison with western ones.

1 Introduction

In today’s globalized scenario, the major part of engineering students at a higher level
will at some stage be exposed to an intercultural setting. This requires intercultural skills
such as empathy for foreign cultures, knowledge sharing abilities, teamwork
competencies, etc. Zorn (2005) emphasizes the significance of Virtual Communities for
education, arguing that “VCs in international settings seem to offer great potentials for
democratic exchange, collaborative learning, intercultural communication, free
information flow, etc. if they florish”. However, the research by Sarker on knowledge
transfer in distributed U.S. – Thai teams showed, that “contrary to prior beliefs, this
study showed that members of more individualistic cultures transferred/shared more
knowledge”, meaning that the Thai group members were less inclined to share. Sarker
here bases this distinction between individualistic and collectivistic cultures according to
Hofstede (1991). Burn and Thongprasert (2005), who conducted research on success
factors of Virtual Education Delivery (VED), comes to similar conclusions, agreeing that
certain Thai values, such as high power distance, collectivism and high uncertainty
avoidance present barriers to knowledge sharing and collaborative learning.
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2 Current Problems of the Thai Education System

At the annual conference of the Office for National Standards and Quality Assessment
(Onesqa), held on November, 2007, in Bangkok, Thailand, several issues of the current
problems of the Thai education system were addressed Among others, it was lamented
that Thai graduates lacked adequate English skills, or other foreign language skills,
leaving them unconfident dealing with foreigners. Furthermore, they need the ability to
think critically and creatively in order to be able to ‘think outside the box’, “the ability to
think differently with an open mind while respecting another's opinion. (Bangkok Post,
2007). Another problem which needs to be addressed is the students’ knowledge-sharing
abilities. In her study of Thai students in Thai and Australian universities, Thongprasert
(2005) found that Thai students proved weak in their knowledge-sharing abilities.
One factor that is frequently addressed is that of learning styles with respect to Asian
learners. According to Penporn and Pagram (2006) Asian students are reported to follow
a strict teacher centered learning mode. Rote learning and ‘chalk-and-talk’ dominate the
classroom atmosphere. Thai students “have never been taught to learn by themselves”
(ibid.). What is more, unlike in many other Asian countries, English is considered and
viewed as a “foreign language” (ibid.), not as a second language.
Asians are also much closer linked to their families and seem very dependent until well
into their adult life. Generally, they also depend much more on authority figures
throughout higher education. Moreover, Thais are distinctly social learners. They usually
gather in groups after the lectures and then discuss among their peers what is unclear.
These statements are controversial, considering that the Thai education system was in
fact modeled after the British and the American system. It should be remembered that
rote learning and memorization were also the norm in Europe and America before
educational reforms were introduced. Therefore it can be argued that the Thai
educational system holds on to ‘old’ teaching methods. This should be considered in the
following chapter.

3 Methodology

The sample comprised of students who took part in the course “Advanced Topics in
Management Information Systems” in semester 2, 2009. The course focused on
Knowledge Production, Knowledge Representation and Knowledge Management. It is
part of the international Master’s Program at the Faculty of Information Technology.
The Learning Platform MOODLE (2009) was used to support student interaction.
Evaluative methods included observation, surveys and interviews.
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MOODLE was used as an LMS to support student-student and student-teacher activities;
and the online conferencing software SABA Centra was introduced. Furthermore, the
use of mind-maps and moderation techniques were introduced and practiced in
workshops. The research was carried out within the course Advanced Topics in
Management Information Systems during semester 1 2009. Lesson materials included
supporting literature complementing classroom presentations and classroom discussions.
Topics not only focused on technical issues, but included stimulating texts on technology
and culture, creativity, conflict, philosophy, etc. Furthermore, a student-centered
approach introducing mind-maps and brainstorming techniques was practiced.
MOODLE has various types of surveys predefined, one of them is ATTLS (Attitudes to
Thinking and Learning Survey). It measures to which extent “a person is a ‘connected
knower’ (CK) or a ‘separate knower’ (SK), whereby “people with higher CK scores tend
to find learning more enjoyable, and are often more cooperative, congenial and more
willing to build on ideas by others, while those with higher SK scores tend to take a
more critical and argumentative stance to learning” (De Vega, 2009). For the below
ATTLS questionnaire, the study in Thailand gave the following results (in []-brackets,
mean value and deviation for the question are given):

1. In evaluating what someone says, I focus on the quality of their argument, not on the
person who's presenting it. [4.2/1.3]

2. I like playing devil's advocate. [2.5/1.1]
3. I like to understand where other people are 'coming from', what experiences have

led them to feel the way they do. [3.9/1.2]
4. The most important part of my education has been learning to understand people

who are very different to me.
[3.5/1.3]

5. I feel that the best way for me to achieve my own identity is to interact with a
variety of other people. [3.9/1.2]

6. I enjoy hearing the opinions of people who come from backgrounds different to
mine - it helps me to understand how the same things can be seen in such different
ways. [4.4/1.1]

7. I find that I can strengthen my own position through arguing with someone who
disagrees with me. [3.0/1.1]

8. I am always want to know why people say and believe the things they do. [3.5/1.4]
9. I often find myself arguing with the authors of books that I read, trying to logically

figure out why they're wrong. [2.8/0.9]
10. It's important for me to remain as objective as possible when I analyze something.

[4.4/0.8]
11. I try to think with people instead of against them. [3.6/1.1]
12. I have certain criteria I use in evaluating arguments. [3.1/1.2]
13. I'm prefer to understand someone else's opinion than to try to evaluate it. [3.5/1.4]
14. I try to point out weaknesses in other people's thinking to help them clarify their

arguments. [2.7/1.0]
15. I tend to put myself in other people's shoes when discussing controversial issues, to

see why they think the way they do. [3.3/0.9]
16. One could call my way of analysing things 'putting them on trial' because I am

careful to consider all the evidence. [3.8/1.0]
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17. I value the use of logic and reason over the incorporation of my own concerns when
solving problems. [3.9/1.1]

18. I can obtain insight into opinions that differ from mine through empathy.
[3.3/1.1]

19. When I encounter people whose opinions seem alien to me, I make a deliberate
effort to 'extend' myself into that person, to try to see how they could have those
opinions. [2.9/0.9]

20. I spend time figuring out what's 'wrong' with things. For example, I'll look for
something in a literary interpretation that isn't argued well enough.

[3.2/1.0]

The results were compared with a study carried out at the Autonomous University of
Baja California (UABC) in Mexico during 2006 and 2008, also in the area of
engineering. Although this study solely concentrated on e-learning, it is of relevance in
comparing the outcome to Asian – in our case Thai – students. The comparison shows
significant variations at only two questions concerning connected learning (13, 15) and
one point in separate learning (14).

Figure 1: ATTLS results of Mexican and Thai students
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4 Evaluation of Results

What Fig. 1 shows is in line with earlier studies mentioned above, namely, that Thai
students can relatively quickly adapt to new learning styles, provided the learning
environment is open to it. In the case of this research, the population was part of an
international course, which means, the students had already been exposed to an
international setting and most had already studies with western lecturers. What is more,
the majority was working students or had worked prior to joining the international
Master program, which suggests they are more used to working independently. This
scenario is not the case in mainstream Thai university courses. It should be noted here
that the comparison with a Mexican scenario is interesting in that Mexico, like Thailand,
is also a newly industrializing country.
Overall, the interviewed students welcomed the student-centered approach, instigating
discussions and using creative techniques like brainstorming and mind-maps.
However, one student commented that Thai students prefer a passive leaning style, not
an ‘aggressive’ one (like Western style). To further invite comments and opinions,
students suggested addressing individuals directly, not to ‘broadcast’ questions to the
entire class, i.e. no-one in particular.
As to the use of the LMS MOODLE, students generally liked the software, but found it
difficult to use it as a medium for discussion. The students commented on the literature
posted on the LMS, however, did not comment on other people’s postings. Openly
disagreeing they considered impolite. This is in line with research and findings
introduced above, suggesting that it is the traditional value system that directs the
learning and teaching styles. The students are eager and willing to embrace critical
thinking and creative techniques, however, find it difficult do so within their cultural
boundaries.

5 Recommendation and Future Work

The outcome of this study suggests improvements that can be made in the future as
follows: Just as in team management, initial workshops that introduce students to more
student-centered learning styles ought to be conducted. In these workshops team charters
for learning teams could help redefine the role of the students and the teacher, and codes
of conduct on how to deliver criticism constructively and in a way acceptable for the
group can help students express their opinions freely and ask questions without
compromising themselves or the teacher.
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