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Abstract

In the dynamic global economy that exists today 
the operation and structure of organisations have 
had to adapt to the reality of the information 
revolution which has taken place. This has been 
the case within the software industry where 
global software development (GSD) has become 
a popular strategy and software development has 
become a globally sourced commodity. Given 

the requirement for graduates to operate in this 
type of environment, we as educators considered 
how our teaching methods could be developed 
and enhanced to instil GSD competencies within 
our graduates. We provided students with the 
opportunity to take part in a learning experience 
that transcended geographical and institutional 
boundaries, giving them first-hand experience 
of working within globally distributed software 
teams. Two separate projects were undertaken. 
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One was with Siemens Corporate Research which 
was part of a larger project. The focus of this 
project was the shadowing of the development 
of an actual geographically distributed software 
product. The second project was carried out in 
collaboration with Ball State University, and 
the focus of this endeavour was virtual team 
software testing.  Extensive qualitative research 
was undertaken on the data provided by the 
students. We identified three specific forms of 
learning which had taken place: (1) pedagogical, 
(2) pragmatic, and (3) the achievement of specific 
globally distributed competencies. Our findings 
would confirm that mimicking real-work settings 
creates the possibility of giving rise to the range 
of learning benefits that are associated with truly 
problem-based learning environments.

Introduction

This chapter explores the reality of the software 
industry today, which is becoming more virtual 
and globally distributed in its methods of opera-
tion. It discusses the educational implications of 
these strategies and how they impact graduates. 
It looks at what measures can be taken to prepare 
students to operate in this dynamic and virtual 
environment. It outlines two projects in which 
masters students participated in that transcended 
geographical and institutional boundaries. The 
projects and the students’ experiences were 
researched and analysed. The results, which are 
presented here, demonstrate the benefits associ-
ated with utilising a hands-on, truly problem-
based learning environment. 

Global Software 
Development

GSD has given rise to the implementation of new 
types of development teams and project structures 
within organisations. In many software develop-

ment organisations, teams are no longer local, but 
operate within a virtual team environment. As a 
result they are fundamentally different in their 
structure and modus operandi to those of a single 
site team. For educationalists, the emergence of 
new team and organisational structures require 
that graduates from software engineering courses 
be made familiar with these new methods of 
operation. 

The number of organisations employing vir-
tual,1 team-based globally distributed software 
development strategies continues to increase 
(Powell, Piccoli, & Ives, 2004). GSD in essence 
allows distributed teams to split up the tasks of 
a project and distribute them as separate jobs 
(Grinter. Herbsleb, & Perry, 1999). This allows 
development decisions about each project task to 
be made with a degree of independence (Herb-
sleb & Grinter, 1999). However, managing this 
type of team is not a straightforward endeavour. 
Some of the difficulties encountered include the 
problems of understanding requirements and the 
testing of systems (Toaff, 2002). These difficulties 
are compounded by cultural and language dif-
ferences, lack of communication, distance from 
the customer, different process maturity levels, 
testing tools, standards, technical ability, and 
experience. These issues are further augmented 
by the lack of “trust-building” communication 
techniques. Trust is important for software de-
velopment teams to work together successfully, 
and it is harder to establish trust within virtual 
teams than it is with local teams (Robey, Khoo, 
& Powers, 2000), rising from the fact that face-
to-face communication methods that can build 
trust are generally not present in a distributed 
team (Pyysiainen, 2003). Equally, established 
trust gained from co-located experiences can de-
teriorate over time in a distributed setting (Casey, 
2007). To address these substantial issues, project 
management must change from the traditional to 
the virtual for a GSD strategy to be successfully 
implemented.
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