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Abstract

This study measured the level of integrative complexity (IC) in essays written by groups in two different classroom types: learning communities (LC: integration with other courses) and non-learning communities (non-LC).  50 participants were introductory level Psychology students who were assigned to five-person classroom groups.  They met multiple times over the semester, writing essays, which were coded using the Baker-Brown coding manual. Two coders rated essays on differentiation and integration; higher ratings indicate higher IC.  LC’s were expected to have higher IC than non-LC. However, the results showed that both groups increased IC over time, with LC having a slightly greater increase in IC. Future research may examine coursework of the two groups before they have met for an extended amount of time.

Integrative Complexity: Differences in Learning

Communities versus Non Learning Communities


Integrative Complexity (IC) is a construct used to evaluate verbal (oral or written) communications.  Communications that are high in IC identify multiple perspectives (differentiation) and the connections between them (integration). (Baker-Brown, Ballard, Bluck, DeVires, Suedfeld, and Tetlock, 1992). Gruenfeld and Hollingshead (1993) examined IC in classroom groups over time that interacted either face-to-face or using computer mediation.  They found IC increased over time and was consistently higher in computer mediated conditions. For many higher education institutions, using computer mediated technology in classroom groups is not feasible.  Alternatively, institutions aim to promote IC in students through learning communities (Tyalor, Moore, MacGregor, Lindblad, 2003).  Learning Communities (LC) link multiple courses together and often include an integrative seminar.  Students in LC are expected to integrate academic and social interests.  The trend right now is to cluster courses into learning communities to facilitate understanding and bonding.  Research on LC’s shows that LC students have a better understanding and assessment of course material than Non Learning Communities (NLC) students ( Taylor et al, 2003).  IC itself has not been studied in LC’s, although integration is an often cited goal for LC’s. The purpose of the present study is to determine if LC student groups show higher IC than NLC group (Learning Community hypothesis).  We also predict that the difference between the LC and NLC groups will increase over time (Time hypothesis). 

Method

Subjects/Participants:

Fifty participants were introductory psychology students assigned to five-person classroom groups.  Participants were randomly assigned to five-person groups within condition (five LC versus five NLC), which was not randomly assigned. Each participant had to fill out an informed consent for their data to be used in this study. 

Materials:

Essays were coded using the Baker-Brown et al (1992) manual to determine the integrative complexity in the participants writing. 

Procedure:

Five-person classroom groups met multiple times over semester in which essays were given based on the course material.  After having all of the written essays then the two coders using the Baker-Brown et al (1992) manual scored the essays on IC. The design is a 2 (LC vs. NLC) x 3 (Time: assignment 1 vs. 2 vs. 3) repeated measured, with repeated measures on the second factor. 

Results


A 2 x 2 mixed-design ANOVA was calculated to examine the effects of learning community (LC vs. Non-LC) and time (assignment 1 vs. 2) on integrative complexity.  No significant time x learning community interaction was found (F(1,8) = .615, p = .455), no significant main effect for learning community (F(1,8) = 1.185, p = .308), and a significant main effect for time was found (F(1,8) = 9.846, p = .014). Integrative complexity scores were not influenced if a participant is in a learning community but did show improvement in complexity over time.

Discussion


We see that the time hypothesis is supported by the data in that each group improved in integrative complexity writing over time, but the non-learning community group seems to have increased at a faster rate than the learning community group, which contradicted our hypothesis and was unforeseen.  Our learning community hypothesis was not supported by the data in that they did show higher integrative complexity, however it was not enough to be considered significant.  The non-learning community group did show lower integrative complexity scores at the first assignment, but now is almost equal the learning community group’s integrative complexity.  

Our data that integrative complexity increases over time was supported by a study done by Gruenfeld and Hollingshead (1993), where they too found the same results.  Our data does not support the study done by Taylor et al, (2003) that found that learning community students have a better understanding of the course material than non-learning community students.  At the first assignment, our data appeared to support these findings, but the second assignment showed that there was not a significant difference in understanding the coursework and increasing integrative complexity between the two groups.

Since the learning community groups are pre-selected, we had no control over the number of participants, which could have affected the results we found.  The first task measured was already 3 weeks into the semester; there was no baseline to compare the groups.  Therefore, we were unable to have a comparison of the two groups before they interacted with one another.  Furthermore, time did not allow a third task assignment to be scored due to the ending of the semester course.  Having not had this third assignment, it is not clear whether there would be in interaction between the two groups over time or if the integrative complexity scores would level off (see Figure).


If more participants were involved, it would allow us to see a more significant difference between the two groups.  By having more participants, it would also control for any group differences that may occur.  If we would have obtained a baseline score and a follow up score for the two groups, we may have seen a more significant difference in integrative complexity between the groups.  Future research could include these items.  Even though these groups are pre-selected, they may want to look at more classes or have more assignments where integrative complexity could be scored.  
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Figure Caption

Figure 1.  Learning Community and Time Interaction.
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