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Abstract 
A private university in Puebla, México, has created different activities to attract foreign students as part 
of its internationalization strategy. One particular action has been to increase the number of courses 
being taught in English. Courses in English have also attracted local students who want to improve 
their language skills.  

The Business School offers a wide variety of courses that are taught in Spanish and in English, 
providing students with the opportunity to take the same content in a different language. 

Over the last five semesters, several studies have been conducted to determine the outcomes of the 
courses taught in either language. The level of English language was not analyzed; it was the overall 
results of students, as well as the positive impacts on both local and foreign students while 
participating in multicultural classrooms, the main focus of the studies.  

Three courses were selected for the analysis: Family Business, Strategic Alliances, and Leadership 
and Change Management. The control groups were the courses traditionally taught in Spanish, in 
which only local students participated. Professors teaching the courses in English received special 
training in order to deal effectively with multicultural groups. This helped them develop specific 
activities to integrate local and international students, which, in the end, created a learning 
environment characterized by “positive contamination” in working practices, leading to better results 
than those in the groups integrated exclusively by local students. Student’s perspectives about their 
integration to the group, learning experiences, participation, and overall performance were analyzed. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
In 2015, a local private university in Puebla embarked on a mission to provide internationalization 
strategies in response to current market conditions, which include an increase in the number of foreign 
students or international mobility students due to numerous variables: an increase in the number of 
courses being offered in English, the number of collaboration agreement with universities around the 
world, and  the fact that Puebla is still regarded as one of the safest cities in Mexico, with mild 
weather, strategic geographical location, and multiple touristic attractions.  

Group and team work have been abundantly studied in literature; and, more recently, interest has 
moved towards multicultural groups.  Most group activities follow the same basic pattern: they are 
formed, they perform a specific task, and finally, they are dissolved. Forming these groups has been 
the area that triggers the most interest, while there has been limited research on group performance 
[1].  Multiple analyses can be implemented in order to analyze overall performance, as there are 
numerous variables involved when analyzing multicultural groups.  

A cluster analysis was developed to explore students’ performance in multicultural groups.  The study 
was executed over a period of one year, in three different courses, all of them taught in 
English.  Students were organized in groups, all of them led by a foreign student.  Evaluation rubrics 
for collaborative activities as well as self-evaluation, times absent, and final grades were used for data 
collection. 

The main objective was to understand the ways in which course activities could result in better 
working practices for local and foreign students, considering cultural differences as an advantage that 
could help develop in the students, global competences that would be useful beyond academia.  
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1.1 Times of change in higher education 
Changes are a global phenomenon. Times seem to move faster than they once did. Ours is a swift 
changing world that has become more multicultural.  Higher education is a good example of this, as it 
is a dynamic process that reshapes itself constantly.   

There has been a generalized movement towards the internationalization of Higher Education (HE) 
[2], which started in the 70’s due to political and socio-cultural factors. In the 1990's economic motives 
led internationalization of HE, and in the decade after 2010, academic and economic reasons were of 
equal importance [3].  Connections in the cultural, economic and political spheres have strengthened 
[4], creating intensive flows of global ideas. 

Internationalization of HE promotes innovations in teaching methods, increases productivity and 
transforms the educational system as it creates and improves upon existing networks among 
economic and political actors, thus resulting in quality in teaching, research, and business [5].  

Due to numerous changes, learning now requires an international approach that considers how 
different people learn. There are different learning styles that can be divided into groups and 
subgroups based on ways of knowing and ways of learning [6]. The challenge is being prepared to 
cope at a multicultural level. More than ever we are seeing classrooms that are characterized by 
diversity of ethnicity, religion, mother tongue, and tradition [7].  The groups were integrated with a 
diverse range of nationalities and cultures, different backgrounds and experiences. 

In academic settings, multicultural groups are those in which faculty and students could benefit from 
each other’s cultural experiences [8] when students come together with peers from a different 
nationality and culture. Students bring their experiences, knowledge, perspectives, and insights to the 
learning process. 

1.2 Working in multicultural teams 
A multicultural team can be defined as a collaboration between two or more individuals with different 
backgrounds who have been assigned independent tasks and are jointly responsible for the final 
results in specific environments [9], and who interact in a way which allows the completion of the tasks 
and goals. Effective team working has been regarded as one of the most important skills required by 
the recruiters. Establishing group activities in higher education has been increasing in an attempt to 
prepare students to function in international and intercultural contexts. Working in teams often 
generates frustration for students, as the cultural differences can create obstacles to effective 
teamwork. Problems can range from troubles with accents and fluency, different attitudes towards 
work, and move all the way to conflicting norms for decision making, which can generate anxiety in 
students. Anxiety and uncertainty can be related to students not wanting to work with certain people, 
wanting to stay in the comfort of what is already known, and not wanting to be affected by the work of 
others in their assessed projects, based on the idea that multicultural group work could pull down 
certain students’ grades [1].    

All group work has problems, but it seems that multicultural groups experience more difficulties than 
homogenous groupings.  Groups with multicultural members need to decide whose culture and way of 
executing their work should prevail [10].  

Team work is both a process and a skill. Mostly all members in a group, whether local or foreign, are 
going to be frustrated with the other; and it is not uncommon for the host country culture to prevail, 
with foreign accents resulting in a culture that does not correspond exactly to any team member, and 
there will be discomfort, based on miscommunications, including language incompatibility [11], lack of 
intercultural understanding, and little experience or knowledge about the other cultures.   

Studies are considering rethinking multicultural group work as intercultural learning [12], since there 
are numerous exchanges that will take place that are related to cultural patterns on the participants, 
including ways of working.  This topic has been analyzed in different countries considering learning 
effects and approaches [13]; and, in military training, it has been regarded as culture interoperability 
[14], stating that in teams that are more culturally assertive and cooperative, knowledge exchange 
processes are more effective [15]. 

Challenges in multicultural groups are diverse: groups are heterogeneous, which makes it more 
difficult to establish effective group processes than it is in homogeneous ones [16].  In the groups 
there are individualistic and collectivist cultures, cultures of high and low contact, dominant and 
minority cultures, as well as multiple learning methods.  Multicultural team work experiences have 
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been linked to additional benefits over monoculture teams because of the benefits that cultural 
diversity brings [17].  

A common problem that emerges is the unequal level of student participation. Some fail to contribute, 
others might overstep being controlling, and some might even discourage the participation of other 
members [18].  When analyzing academic activities in which group work is required, teams are peer 
led [19]. 

1.3 English as the language of interaction   
In business schools around the world, English is becoming the common language [20] [21]. When 
participating in multicultural groups, students must navigate across different language boundaries and 
find a language for collaboration. Institutions across the world have international partners; this has 
resulted in an increasing number students going on exchange programs, who sometimes do not 
dominate the language of the host country. In order to avoid this problem that could limit the number of 
foreign students visiting countries with different languages, universities are offering more courses in 
English, something that will also help improve the level of English of local students. 

The requirement for credits in foreign languages is greater in HEIs in Latin America than in other 
countries. This situation could come as a response to the recommendations formulated in various 
OECD studies, which emphasize the need for students to have a higher level of proficiency in a 
second language. This encourages universities to offer a greater number of courses in English at both 
undergraduate and graduate levels [22]. 

In Mexico, acquiring an additional language has been a perpetual problem. By contrast, in Europe a 
policy of multilingualism has been implemented: mastery of at least two foreign languages is required 
[23]. Multilingualism can open the door to better collaborative work beyond national boundaries 
[24].  Languages influence multiple aspects of organizational and academic life. English has been 
considered as a bridge language that connects students from different countries and mother tongues 
creating a solid path that is essential for collaboration. When students are able to work together with a 
common language, work is more effective and efficient. However, mastery of an additional language is 
not enough, it requires the ability to communicate properly and interact with others, and t understand 
additional cultural boundaries.  

1.4 Benefits of working in multicultural groups and teams 
Benefits of working in multicultural groups and teams abound. In [25] were identified cognitive benefits 
as the most important. It is common knowledge that groups can eventually outperform individual 
efforts based on the idea that “two heads think better than one”.  Knowledge and perspectives are 
shared; there are numerous opportunities for intercultural understanding and further skill development. 
Multicultural group work is said to be a successful strategy for increasing intercultural competence 
while proving effective for creative problems solving, decision making, and mutual understanding [26]. 
As diverse cultural perspectives come together creativity, and innovation can be driven, there are 
greater opportunities for personal and professional growth.  

1.5 Problems and challenges 
Adapting teaching styles and individual learning preferences is neither possible nor viable in HE; 
students need to adapt to the tasks ahead and to the methodologies designed for each course.  The 
most important challenges when working in multicultural teams in HE settings are communication, 
resistance to change, and cultural shock.  In [27] is suggested that communication difficulties were the 
most relevant, along with subjective considerations.  

Foreign students prefer to work individually rather than in groups, and that when assigned group 
activities, they prefer joining others from a similar background.  Quite often foreign students spend 
time with others who speak the same language or come from a similar background. 

Different learning styles and preferences could negatively affect group performance, and multicultural 
classrooms can intensify the level of difficulty in managing task oriented groups [11], since they have 
different learning attitudes and experiences. Students from some cultures may be less likely to let their 
voices be heard; prejudices can be hard to face, and communication might be misinterpreted.  Student 
led project teams need regulatory strategies [28]. 
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It is expected that local students will benefit from exposure to foreign students in the form of positive 
contamination [29]; this means being exposed to varied cultural influences when one or several 
international actors are inserted in units that previously only had national actors, eliminating natural 
borders, and favoring the understanding of different points of view. Positive contamination has also 
been used to describe the interest generated in participants after an idea or an international activity is 
spread between the academic world, corporate system, social agents, and regional institutions, in 
order to promote multicultural and global abilities.  Being able to positively interact and exchange 
ideas and opinions with people from other nationalities implies positive contamination and is an 
important step towards internationalization. 

1.1 Description of the comparative study 
A relevant element for final assessment in most of the courses is a final presentation based on 
Problem Based Learning, which is always done in groups. Allocating the groups can be done in 
several manners, including random selection, allowing students to choose their “affiliates”, or 
determined by the lecturer. In this case, and due to specific requirements of working in collaboration 
with foreign students, captains of the teams are determined by the lecturer, and each one had to take 
turns choosing team mates.  Since previous experiences had shown that foreign students prefer 
working in groups with peers who are from their same or similar background (being foreigners allowed 
for that), it was decided to mix the groups forcing international students to participate in groups with 
Mexicans and students from other nationalities. Foreign students were selected as team captains, 
ensuring that every team had at least one foreign student. There was limited or non-possibility at all to 
select either friends or peers to work with them. It was desired to have groups that would be efficient 
and functional, with all members being equal participants [30]. 

Clear rubrics were created to avoid uncertainty and anxiety. Rubrics were made available from the 
beginning of the courses, when the teams were selected. Right from the beginning, there was concern 
that group work might drag down high performing students’ marks in case the full group would be 
awarded the same mark on the completed work. This seemed unfair to some members, who 
complained about having to work with people from different cultural backgrounds. To avoid such 
bias, it was decided to assign an individual grade based on presentation and personal evaluation, and 
a group grade, based on the written document and the overall presentation. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Data 
Data was collected from five different semesters and three courses that were taught in English. The 
number of students in the courses varied. In all, there were 46 valid questionnaires, and 15 had to be 
discarded due to incomplete information. The questionnaire was self-administered and was integrated 
by 13 questions to be answered on a 7 points Likert scale. Additionally, information about age and 
nationality was asked.  Questions inquired whether students had previously worked with students from 
other nationalities and/or in teams, if they enjoyed working in collaboration with others, if they had 
problems adjusting to working with people from other nationalities and cultures, if there were some 
initial concerns, such as time management problems or differences in ways of working,  if the 
language barrier hindered collaboration,  whether they found it interesting to work with people from 
different nationalities, if students learned something new, if students considered that their performance 
was better because they worked with students who were different from them,  if they believed that the 
group as a whole integrated better due to the organization of teams,  and finally, whether if presented 
with another opportunity to work in multicultural teams, would they be willing to participate. 

Additional information was requested in order to obtain a clearer view of student’s development. This 
included the grade for their participation in the group work, self-evaluation for their collaboration, and 
individual grades based on activities such as exams. The number of times students were absent in 
class was also considered. 

2.2 Statistical analysis 
The ability to extract useful but usually hidden knowledge from data is becoming increasingly 
important in today's competitive world. Decisions based on objective measurements are better than 
decisions based on subjective opinions, which may be misleading and biased [31]. For this research, 
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the unsupervised clustering data mining technique was chosen to analyze data.  Cluster analysis is an 
exploratory technique designed to reveal natural groups within a data collection; its main function is to 
categorize and separate. This implies that it partitions a database into segments where members 
share similar characteristics [32]. 

A cluster analysis was conducted in an attempt to provide a meaningful interpretation of the 
multicultural teams that were created in the selected courses.  Students were grouped based on the 
variables explained before.  The analysis revealed the existence of three clusters, each one with 
particular characteristics.  

3 RESULTS  
Table 1 shows students’ segmentation. Three natural categorizations appeared, which are presented 
according to their nationality.  The cluster_1 is formed by European students and only 1 Mexican (who 
probably has had an international experience in a European country). Clusters 0 and 2 were formed 
by Latin students: 13 Mexican students and 2 Colombians in cluster_0 and 18 Mexican students and 1 
Brazilian in cluster_2. 

Table 1.  Segmentation of student into 3 clusters, according to their nationality 

 

As can be observed international students that took the courses in English are mostly form Germany 
and France. Even though the courses are offered in English, most of the students are Mexican.  

Table 2 shows the profiles obtained in each clusters.  In order to have a better understanding of the 
resulting profiles, the centroids of clusters were highlighted with traffic lights colors: green, yellow and 
red. Green refers to the characteristics that are more dominant to the positive side, and red, to the 
negative, while yellow cells show intermediate values.  

Table 2.  Table of profiles of each cluster 

Attributes Cluster_0 Cluster_1 Cluster_2 

Age -0.09466200 0.17749125 -0.03736658 

Nationality -0.27791605 1.125683709 -0.491550723 

Have worked in multicultural teams before 0.654208782 -0.06230559 -0.477129713 

Enjoys group work 0.846017515 0.006154347 -0.67179552 

It was hard to adapt  and change -0.86105848 0.655409148 0.265840395 

Had initial problems before starting working together -0.98857173 0.653211571 0.367896696 

Time planning was very difficult -0.88508724 0.518374389 0.371358735 

It was difficult to adequate to different working styles -0.75055449 0.747453031 0.120467424 

Language barrier was the main problem 0.498275434 0.375985274 -0.630839727 

Working with other cultures is interesting 0.421447731 -0.31443089 -0.134133957 

I believe that I have learned new things -0.03064523 -0.08938193 0.080645356 

My overall performance improved by working in 
multicultural teams 0.381385036 -0.59591411 0.075273362 
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By working in multicultural teams, the whole group 
integrated better 0.220521851 0.346273981 -0.392795554 

If I had the option, I would like to work in multicultural 
teams again 0.223606798 -1.11803398 0.529595047 

Evaluations    

Final assignment individual grade (Multicultural teams) -0.30972748 1.067663186 -0.429791892 

Self-evaluation 0.553343797 -1.30346943 0.386393485 

Average grades for individual activities -0.44767820 1.401029292 -0.531430443 

Times absent -0.59022222 0.781730496 -0.027759612 

3.1 Interpretation of cluster analysis 
The cluster analysis and profiling of students was relevant since they present characterizations that 
are helpful in developing teaching and grading strategies that will be more effective in multicultural 
groups.  

3.1.1 Cluster 0 
• It was integrated primarily by Mexican (13) and Colombian (2) students. 

• They are the younger students of all, and had a medium absentee rate.   

• Students have had previous multicultural experiences. 

• Although they enjoy working in groups, they are not interested in working in multicultural groups 
again.  

• It was difficult to get organized as a team, and to adapt to different working styles. 

• They liked working with other cultures, and in doing so, their overall performance improved.  

• Language did not pose any problems. 

• They believe that their groups were able to integrate, although not fully. 

• Their self-evaluations were very high, but individual and group grades were amongst the lowest.  

3.1.2 Cluster 1 
• It was integrated by German (5), French (5) Portuguese (1) and Mexican (1) students.  

• They are the oldest students and the ones that had the highest absenteeism rate.  

• They had randomly worked in multicultural teams and are not interested in doing it again. 

• They reported major problems in organizing the team, and it was very difficult for them to adapt 
to different working styles. 

• Language barrier was present, but not in a way in which it could hinder group work 

• Their individual and presentation grades were the highest of all, while they were the ones that 
reported the lowest self-evaluations. 

• Students in this group did not consider that working with people from other cultures was 
interesting, and they believe that nothing new was learned in doing so, although they agree that 
working in multicultural groups helped them better integrate to the class.  

3.1.3 Cluster 2 
• This group was integrated mostly by Mexicans (18) and one Brazilian student.  

• These students are in the middle of the age range, and are the ones that were least absent to 
classes.  

• They have not had previous multicultural experiences and they do not like to work in groups, 
although they would like to work in multicultural groups again.  
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• It was hard for them to adapt to different working styles, and also hard to have the groups being 
fully integrated. 

• They consider that they learned new things, but that their overall performance did not improve 
by working with other cultures. 

• Self-evaluations were very high, while individual and presentation grades were the lowest of all.  

• Students believed that language was a very important barrier. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The three clusters or groups that resulted from the analysis are valuable, as they present different 
typologies of students.  It is important to state that none of the students in the courses was a native 
English speaker, therefore all of the students were on the same condition of using a neutral language 
both for the course and for their assignments. 

German students had the highest level of English of all, along with a couple of Mexican students.  A 
common complaint among all groups was that Mexican, Colombian, Brazilian, Portuguese and French 
students had strong accents in English which combined, made communication difficult, and 
misunderstandings were frequent.  With regards to self-evaluations, European students gave 
themselves a lower mark than their Mexicans and Latin American peers. This can be best explained 
by the grading systems in each country, in which obtaining a perfect grade is not necessarily common. 
Honesty in their own development can also be the cause.    

International students especially Europeans, are well classified based on their general perceptions 
with regards to course work. The fact that they are foreign gives them special cohesion.  Their culture 
has stricter work ethics. In this group there was a Mexican student. It was later discovered that he 
went on an exchange program to a university in Germany and was familiar with learning and working 
styles from that country, therefore he adapted easily to that particular group, sharing some common 
traits. 

An intermediate group was integrated mostly by Mexican students which have had different types of 
multicultural experiences, which included coming from bilingual or tri-lingual high schools, are well 
travelled, had friends from other countries and participated in exchanges or short programs abroad.  

The third group was integrated by Mexicans with a medium level of English, with little or no experience 
in multicultural environments. For them, communicating and organizing work with foreign students was 
difficult. Still, in terms of group assignments and grades, they were the ones that benefited the most 
from working with students from other cultures.  

The analysis showed that local students perceive more advantages from the experience of working in 
multicultural teams than international students. The most important advantage for foreigners was the 
fact that they believe they integrated better to the group, since they had to interact with other students 
right from the beginning of the course. 

This pilot tests revealed valuable information that can be used to create strategies that will help better 
prepare rubrics and evaluation systems to create fair conditions for foreign and local students.  At a 
first glance it might seem that there are two basic groups in working in courses that are offered for 
locals and international students, but in fact, there is an additional group that can adapt to other 
cultures and ways of working, and that can be considered as a mediating group.  

Some important traits that were visible include the fact that foreign students, especially those form 
European countries do not enjoy working with Mexican and Latin American students. They would 
rather work with other students from their same background.  

The Business School is trying to find new ways to attract foreign students, but the results from this 
pilot test based on their experiences working with local students were not favorable. They do not 
believe that they learned new things while working with people from other cultures and deny that their 
overall performance improved, on the contrary. Identifying attractors for international students is key, 
so that they can make the most of their stay in Mexico, integrate with local students and still develop 
their full potential.   

Latin American students found it mostly interesting to work with peers form other cultures. They 
generally believed that they learned new things and that their overall performance improved. It can be 
inferred they benefitted from positive contamination by working together with international students.  
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After presenting the results in a Business School meeting the possibility of establishing a minimum 
requirement of English for attending courses in that language was discussed, arguing that it should be 
mandatory in order to create more language leveled courses that would reduce language barrier 
problems. It was also determined that further research is necessary in order to create better 
experiences for foreign students.  

A new questionnaire is being developed. It includes questions based on previous international 
experiences, level of English and cultural concerns. The university has also launched a program to 
evaluate Global Competence in students both foreign and local, based on the Global Competence 
Aptitude Assessment (GCAA) which might shed additional light on how to better integrate groups for 
collective assignments in multicultural environments.  

Working in groups is no easy task, and collaborating in multicultural teams entails additional 
challenges, but in a globalized world, it is quite likely that students will eventually end up working for 
companies with international ties, and participating in teams with people from different cultural 
backgrounds. Team work and global competence are skills that need to be developed in higher 
education, but the best way to do it is yet to be determined.  
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