Innovative




Using Cognitive Style to Group Graduate Students in a Virtual Team Environment


Mrs. Christy Witt
Dr. David Doerfert
Texas Tech University
Box 42131
Lubbock, TX 79409-2131
806-742-2816
christy.witt@ttu.edu
david.doerfert@ttu.edu


Dr. Tracy Irani
University of Florida
220 Rolfs Hall
Gainsville, FL 32611-0540
352-273-2588
irani@ufl.edu 


Dr. Tracy Rutherford
Dr. Theresa Murphrey 
Texas A&M University
600 John Kimbrough Boulevard
College Station, TX 77843-2116
rutherford@tamu.edu
t-murphrey@tamu.edu


Dr. Leslie Edgar
Dr. Don Edgar
University of Arkansas
205 Agriculture Building
Fayetteville, AR 72701
ledgar@uark.edu
dedgar@uark.edu 

Using Cognitive Style to Group Graduate Students in a Virtual Team Environment

Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea
“With the advent of the global economy and high-speed Internet, online collaboration is fast becoming the norm in education and industry” (Ubell, 2010).  Many organizations and universities are beginning to utilize virtual worlds, such as Second Life, as a setting for organizational interactions and team-based activities.  Although virtual settings have many benefits (e.g., reduced costs, increased access), they do not always foster conditions for ideal group dynamics and communication.  Therefore, educators must consider ways to promote positive group dynamics.  Lamm et al. (2011) concluded that “educators working to enhance educational programs [should] be aware of, and address, the impact individual cognitive styles can have on group dynamics” (p. 415).

Cognitive style involves “characteristic modes of perceiving, remembering, thinking, problem solving, and decision making, reflective information-processing regularities that develop in congenial ways around underlying personality trends” (Messick, 1994, p. 122).  One view of cognitive style that has received theoretical and empirical attention is adaption-innovation theory (Kirton, 1976, 2003).  This theory contends that one’s problem solving style can be located on a continuum ranging from adaption, an ability to “do things better,” to innovation, an ability to “do things differently” (Kirton, 1976, p. 622).  Characteristics and behaviors of adaptors and innovators can be seen in Table 1.
	Table 1

Adaptor and Innovator Characteristics and Behaviors
(Based on Kirton, 2000 & 2003, as presented by Robinson, Sherwood, & DePaolo, 2010)

	Problem
	Adaptors
	Innovators 

	Risk
	Appear to take fewer risks.
	Take great risks.

	Nature of solution
	Produce consistent small wins and are creative at solving problems within existing rules & norms.
	Think in terms of creating the “big win.” and are less constrained by current rules & norms.

	Solutions fit organization
	Solutions may fit well with the organization’s existing capabilities.
	Solution proposed may require more change in order to implement.

	Defining the problem
	Want to be efficient.  They focus early and work to clarify the problem.
	Will redefine the problem to fit their understanding of the situation.

	Problem scope & clarification
	Ask questions to narrow the scope of the problem. (e.g., “What do you really mean here?”)
	Ask little clarification, ignore instructions, and prefer to answer to problem in the way they think it should be answered.



How it Works/Program Phases
The Kirton’s Adaption-Innovation Inventory (KAI; Kirton, 1976) was used to assess the cognitive styles of students enrolled in Risk & Crisis Communications in Agriculture and Natural Resources at [university].  The KAI instrument is comprised of 32 scaled items used to calculate an overall participant score ranging from 32 to 160.  Although one’s degree of adaption or innovativeness is relative to the specific population or group, according to the general population mean, individuals scoring below 95 points are considered adaptors and those scoring 95 or above are consider innovators.

The students’ overall scores ranged from 72 to 117.  Ten students were classified as adaptors and four students were classified as innovators.  Cognitive style was then used to divide the students into groups.  Because there were considerably more adaptors than innovators, students were divided into the following 3 or 4-person groups: two homogenous groups of adaptors and two heterogeneous groups with at least one adaptor and two innovators.

In these assigned teams, the students will complete five phases of a crisis simulation in Second Life by mid-December 2011:
1. Prevention phase: Gather information and assess potential risks
2. Preparation phase: Conduct a crisis management team meeting with community members
3. Recognition phase: Engage in signal monitoring and identification of the crisis
4. Response phase: Conduct a press conference, addressing the concerns of the community
5. Evaluation phase: Engage in a evaluation of crisis assessment and monitoring procedures

Results to Date/Implications
To date, the homogeneous adaptor groups seem to more successful in their virtual teams than the heterogeneous groups.  All groups have displayed evidence which aligns with previous research.  Students from each of the groups shared the following comments about their activities in Second Life and the group dynamics of their virtual team:
	Team Type
	Student Comment
	Characteristic highlighted

	Homogeneous (adaptors)
	“I feel we worked well together.  By preparing questions in advance and compiling a list of most crucial inquiries, we were able to approach the meeting prepared.”
	How adaptors want to be efficient, focusing early & working to clarify the problem.

	Homogeneous (adaptors)
	“While in Second Life, no definite crisis came to mind.  I helped the group come up with a few that could possibly happen due to other things that are going on right now.”
	How adaptors are creative at solving problems within existing rules & norms.

	Heterogeneous (innovator perspective)
	“We REALLY WANT to be right about the potential crisis [at the end] and therefore were VERY driven to find and share information.”
	How innovators think in terms of creating the “big win.”

	Heterogeneous (innovator perspective)
	“After reviewing the island Twitter feed, we eliminated those [crises] that we felt were too obvious (i.e., climate-related issues like the drought or wildfires).”
	How innovators are less constrained by current rules & norms.

	Heterogeneous (adaptor perspective)
	In discussion of her two innovator teammates, she said “I was a little apprehensive because [we] haven’t done as much pre-planning as it seemed other groups had done.”
	How adaptors want to be efficient & focus early which is not typical of innovators.

	Heterogeneous (innovator perspective)
	“She is very detail-oriented…so she’s very good at making decisions that we otherwise might dither around with.”
	How innovators prefer to answer to problem their way verses how adaptors are more efficient.



Future Plan/Advice to Others
As the semester continues, additional evidence towards the effectiveness of cognitive-style student grouping will be gathered and considered in the decision to repeat this type of grouping with students in virtual teams.  The virtual component does not seem to alter the distinct adaptor or innovator characteristics displayed by the students in the teams.  Initial results indicate consistency with other findings that cognitive style differences are problematic in teams but stretch students to create more optimal solutions; whereas, homogeneous cognitive style teams are desirable for more timely solutions (Robinson, Sherwood, & DePaolo, 2010).

Costs/Resources Needed
Resources needed included access to Second Life (available free via download from the Internet) and the Kirton’s Adaption-Innovation Inventory (KAI) instrument.  Use of the KAI instrument does involve a fee and a KAI Certificated Practitioner must administer and score the instruments.
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