Helping Teams Succeed Through the 

Development and Implementation 

of a Team Dynamics Course 

A Statement of Educational Innovation to Support the Nominations of

Roy Dejoie
School of Management

Hal Kirkwood

Management and Economics Library
Deborah Saks

School of Management

For the 
Annual Award for Outstanding Innovation in 
“Helping Students Learn” 
The Innovation

The innovation at focus addresses a prevalent problem in classroom environments: the inconsistency of teamwork experiences and the lack of understanding of team dynamics that affects the effectiveness of the use of teams in the classroom.  In a response to increasing faculty and student frustration and coupled with a growing demand by corporations for future employees that can effectively harness and leverage the power of teams, a team dynamics course was developed, piloted, and implemented in the Krannert School of Management, ultimately becoming part of the required curriculum in the Fall 2004 semester.  The course addresses a long existing hole in academic education pertaining to the use of student teams in the classroom and beyond. 
In addition to giving students the theoretical and practical exposure to tools (including team goal-setting, negotiation, communication, conflict resolution, etc.) that will enhance their teamwork experiences in later academic endeavors and in their business careers, integrated practical module components (“plug-ins”) have been developed to provide opportunities for the use of the learned tools expanded practical experience for the teams.  The initial two “plug-in” components are 1) a research component that focuses on exposure to and development of team research and analytical skills and 2) a service component that focuses on the organization and delivery performance of teams providing volunteer services to local charities.  
Because of the academic experience, the students develop skills that will enhance the effectiveness of future team experiences in their academic careers.  Better understanding of team dynamics can result in richer team-oriented experience (especially in senior-level courses that require the use of teams and high-level analytical skills).  The skills not only aid in the academic arena, but also are directly transferable to the corporate world.  Lastly, the integrated components hone skills or introduce students to environments that will also immerse them in an understanding of methods (in the case of the research component) or interactions (in the case of the service component) that will add to their professional/academic and personal lives respectively. 
Rationale, Objectives, and Impact
In late 2001, at a Krannert Town Hall Meeting, students voiced to Krannert’s deans a growing concern and frustration regarding the use of teams in the academic environment.  The frustration was not so much with the fact that teams were used in the classroom, but in the fact that students felt that 1) they were ill-equipped to handle the many issues surrounding team dynamics, often feeling as if they were thrown to the wolves, and 2) because of the first issue, they felt that the use of teams did little, if anything, to enhance their understanding of the subject matter and, in many cases, detracted from their enjoyment or understanding of the subject matter.  At the same time, recruiters and alumni advisory groups were inquiring about the teamwork component of the curriculum as they were seeing, in the workplace, that the use of teams was a growing trend.  With growing student frustration concerning the teamwork component, but the obvious need and demand for students to have these skills to be better equipped as corporate citizens, something had to be done.  Ultimately, it was decided that developing students’ understanding of team dynamics and teamwork skills in a more formal setting would be required.  
An informal, preliminary survey of  over 100 students revealed dissatisfaction with teams often resulted from issues such as free riding or social loafing, personality issues (including lack of understanding negotiation methods in teams), and lack of understanding of how best to leverage teams for effective performance and best promote team growth for continued success.  That study also revealed that students recognized the positive aspect of teams, even if they had bad experiences within teams.  Those positive aspects included exposure to diversity and differing viewpoints (when done in a respectful manner) and the opportunity to learn from or teach others.
Based on initial feedback from students in the Town Hall meeting, alumni and recruiters, students in the preliminary study, and discussions with faculty at other universities concerning the use of teams in the classroom, Krannert’s Associate Dean, Jerry Lynch, initiated the movement of the development of a course to address the concerns and provide its students with the requisite team skills and understanding of team dynamics to better enhance their educational (and subsequently professional) careers.  Dr. Roy Dejoie was asked to develop the team dynamics course, its content, and delivery system that would be geared to sophomore level students accepted into Krannert before they were immersed in several team-oriented, upper level, School of Management courses.  
The development of the course occurred during summer and fall 2002, with a rollout of the pilot offering of the course in spring 2003, and subsequent rollout of the graduate-student instruction model in fall 2003 and spring 2004.  In the fall 2004 semester, the course was officially added to the required Krannert curriculum.  The foundation of the course is based on a three-module delivery of team dynamics issues.  The first of the modules focuses on the nature of teams  and terminology including the differences between groups and teams, types of teams and phases of team development, introduction to components of successful teams, and when and why to use teams.  The second module consists of issues to aid in the development and building of teams.  These include creating and meeting team goals, member/team talent and attribute assessment, trust, creativity, and accountability.  The third module focuses on the operations of teams including communications, meetings, feedback, conflict and conflict resolution, and introduction to project management.  Students are placed in permanent work teams that are given a variety of team-based tasks and problems to challenge students to hone specific skills associated with the task or problem.  Throughout the course, student teams are also engaged in an all-encompassing project (“plug-in” component) that requires an integration of the skills and knowledge that they have obtained (as opposed to the more singular focus of the smaller team activities).  
The “plug-in” components emphasize an area of business importance such as research or social responsibility.  These components give teams an opportunity to put the learning into action.  Developed components can be “plugged-in” to the course to support or align with issues of prominence for the School of Management or Purdue University.  The first “plug-in” developed, in conjunction with Dr. Hal Kirkwood, associate professor of library science with the Management and Economics Library, was a centered around research.  Dr. Kirkwood developed an introduction to research methods and research resources aimed at increasing the students’ understanding of profession research resources to support problem analysis.  Using the research resources and methodologies learned, in conjunction with the team dynamics knowledge they acquired, the teams work to analyze three companies in the same business space and determine the best of the three companies for potential growth, profitability, etc.  Dr. Kirkwood took an active role in evaluating the course projects to assess the impact of the research efforts in the quality of the final project presentations.  This “plug-in” was used over the course of the spring 2003, fall 2003, and spring 2004 offerings.

The second developed “plug-in” component is a service project component.  This “plug-in” was developed and implemented by Dr. Deborah Saks, the current coordinator for the team dynamics course in the School of Management.  This component requires teams to select a project with a goal that is centered on service to a local organization.  This “plug-in” had its rollout in the fall 2004 semester.  The “plug-ins” and their impacts are presented below in more detail.    

Objective and Impact – Acquisition of team dynamics knowledge and teamwork skills:  This course is innovative in the fact that it is so often overlooked in most academic environments.  When we want students to do work with computers, we teach them about computers and develop their skills to use computers.  When we want them to be able to communicate, we have them take English and communications courses and develop their writing and communication skills.  When we want then to learn about teams, we put them into teams and never effectively teach them how to succeed in and with those teams.  The overall objective of the team dynamics course development and implementation was to overcome this educational failing and better serve the understanding of team dynamics and development of the skills to succeed in teamwork environments.
Comments from students in the pilot and later offerings seem to bear out that the students recognize the value of the course not only in what they learned during the course of the semester, but also in its applicability to future academic and professional situations.  One student in the pilot course wrote, “The info gained in this class will be very helpful for future classes and should be required for all students.”  Another student echoed these thoughts saying, “Without a doubt, I feel this course needs to become a ‘must take course.  There are many classes where you learn the material and forget it.  This is a class that you actually use the material that you learn and apply it to the real world.”  Another student wrote, “This class is very good for someone who wants to be a supervisor later on.”  As if to validate the timing of the course, one student from the pilot offering stated, “Sophomores would be at an advantage taking this before upper-level [courses].”   
In following up with former students that had taken the team dynamics course during the spring 2003 and fall 2003 sessions, Dr. Dejoie consistently hears students say that they continue to use the skills and knowledge learned in the team dynamics course in teams in their upper-level courses.  They explain that, in their opinions, the team experiences are better for them as they can use what they learned to maximize their contribution to the team, but more often that they can help the team grow by introducing other members of the team to the skills and knowledge that they acquired in the team dynamics course.  
Dr. Deborah Saks, the current coordinator for the team dynamics course, shared the following observations at the end of the fall 2004 semester (the first semester the course was added to the required Krannert curriculum):

In terms of self-awareness, I have heard/read many comments about how understanding learning styles, how to negotiate conflict, how to effectively communicate, how leadership and followership behaviors contribute to/detract from the success of teams, as well as comments about the increased awareness they have about how to negotiate a team charter/contract and how understanding different cultures (one of the exercises we do) has put them in a position where they feel more comfortable if/when they need to interact with others in both their jobs and teams they experience at Krannert.

Students seem surprised that they can set a goal and accomplish it while using the skills they learn and/or hone in the course.  They seem to do better with communicating with each other rather than running to me or the TAs when conflicts arise.  

Clearly, this objective seems to be well on its way to being met with the first set of students to have benefited from the course.  These initial successes are anticipated to be duplicated and expanded as all students in Krannert are immersed in the team dynamics exposure now that the course has been adopted as a required component of the Krannert curriculum.      
Objective and Impact – Research plug-in component exposure:  As mentioned earlier, the course was developed to contain a “plug-in” component that would be offered in conjunction with the course’s foundation coverage to 1) allow practical application of the team dynamics skills and knowledge on a larger team-oriented project, and 2) to allow the course to incorporate and support/align with a focus of the School or University.  The first “plug-in” created, the research component, was developed in response to the lack of adequate research that students were conducting, especially in upper-level courses.  Initial investigations had pointed to the fact that students relied far too much on “Google-type” searches on the Internet; most of which do not provide the depth of information necessary for critical research and analysis of business problems.  This component focused on acquainting students with the professional research resources used by many of the world’s corporations (and acquired at great cost by university libraries) and developing methods for integrating the information to solve business problems.

In observing students using the professional research resources, Dr. Kirkwood and Dr. Dejoie often heard from students that they “didn’t know that this kind of stuff actually existed.”  Originally, hen confronted with a wealth of information the students seemed overwhelmed, but as they realized how much “purer” the information was than what they had typically gotten in “Google-type” searches, they became much more intense in their application of the material to the project.  They seemed to become more and more “hungry” for additional information as opposed to the typical satiation that seems to occur with the “sugary information” often acquired in “Google-type” research.  After the course, students often asked if they could continue to use these professional sources in other classes for future projects, a clear sign that the resources had met with favorable acceptance. 
Drs. Kirkwood and Dejoie were equally pleased during the pilot offering of the course.  The presented projects and written papers, based upon the research component exposure, were quite good.  In the fall 2003 semester, Dr. Kirkwood again evaluated the presentations and papers completed by the teams in the course.  His comments, in an e-mail to Dr. Dejoie stated, “The presentations were great and the papers were very good.  The feedback I‘ve been receiving has been very favorable as well regarding the bus. info.  [business information].”  It was apparent in student comments, the final products that they produced, and the observations of Drs. Kirkwood and Dejoie that this objective seems to be well on its way to being met.  
Objective and Impact – Service plug-in component exposure:  The second “plug-in” developed for the team dynamics course was a service project component.  This component was specifically developed to address Krannert School of Management and Purdue University focuses on interaction and outreach with the community and an understanding of the role of corporate social service.  Dr. Saks developed and implemented this “plug-in” component offering and first offered it during the fall 2004 semester.  As stated earlier, in this component, project teams engage in a volunteer service offering for a local organization.  The team must set clear objectives for the project and note the various team dynamics issues (personalities, conflict and resolution, negotiations, lessons learned, etc.) while delivering the service.  Dr. Saks reported that 40% of the organizations that were target organizations for the service projects during the fall 2004 semester reported that students from the team dynamics course were still volunteering their time with the organization in spring 2005 despite the fact that the semester ended in December 2004.  In their final project papers, many of the team members expressed “how much they got out of their volunteer experiences, how surprised they were that they got as much or more out of the volunteering than those for whom they were volunteering, and how good they felt about themselves for having given back to the community.”  She also stated that, “Some have commented about how ‘fortunate’ they feel to be able to be at PU [Purdue University] and Krannert, especially when they see how others in this same community are living.”  One student, who volunteered at a local center collecting and distributing coats, sent Dr. Saks an e-mail expressing the satisfaction that he gained from volunteering.  He also stated, “…I know I would have never been involved if it wasn't for your class."  In some cases, the course provides an opportunity for students with direct ties to service situations to put that relationship into motion.  A student team had a member whose mom battled breast cancer.  That team volunteered for the American Cancer Society during Breast Cancer Awareness month.  The team organized presentations at residence halls and sororities where they explained the importance of self-exams in the detection of breast cancer and where they encouraged all those in attendance to share that information with ten friends.  It is clear that the service component objective is succeeding even after such a short time.  It is providing a catalyst for student involvement for those who may not otherwise get involved or providing vehicles for some with an interest to turn that interest into action. 
Objective and Impact – Additional Thoughts:  Of interest are anecdotal stories of success that have come from students participating in the team dynamics course.  Of course, it is expected to hear students speak of things that they have taken from this course and applied in later classes.  After all, that was the initial reason for the creation of the course.  Of greater interest is to hear when students have applied the specific items outside of the course, perhaps in a business setting, and realize that tools have been internalized by that student as part of their own personal toolset.  One of Dr. Dejoie’s students from the pilot course stated that she was taking the things that were learned during the class and using them in student organizations meetings to help their teams be more effective.  Another one of Dr. Dejoie’s students related, during the pilot course, that he had an interview with a company for an internship.  During that interview, they asked him a question pertaining to successful task accomplishment.  He related to them the SMART processes for creating goals that are more likely to be accomplished successfully … something that he had learned in the team dynamics course and had started implementing in his life for his own personal goals.  The interviewer was so impressed, that he paused the interview.  It turned out that the company officially used the same process and the interviewer was so impressed that he wanted the student to meet one of the company’s executives so they could further discuss the common bond of the process.  The interviewer and the executive expressed their delight to find a college sophomore who had already embraced something that many of their employees had to be trained to do.  As a happy conclusion to the story, the student was offered an internship with the company. 

Perhaps the best indication that this process has so much potential for impacting the students comes from a closing statement in an e-mail from Dr. Saks who says, “They definitely know more about themselves and have better interpersonal skills the day they leave the class than they did the day they arrived.”

Potential for Further Development and Application in Other Areas


The potential for expansion of the course exists on numerous fronts including the development of additional component “plug-ins,” development of mini-offerings that can be offered for corporate education, and the modification of the course delivery to address issues specific to the growing virtual world and the emergence of virtual teams.
One potential “plug-in” that can be developed would focus on the use of technology to support teams.  The information systems area has an entire field called collaborative technologies that focused on the use of technology to support team operations and team-based decision-making processes and activities.  Another “plug-in” could be developed around the issue of diversity that is facing so many academic institutions today.  Yet another “plug-in” could be developed to focus on the use of virtual or geographically dispersed teams.  In industry, more and more companies are using teams that are not close in proximity (e.g., in different states or even different countries), thus more of our students are likely to be eventually exposed to these types of teams.  A “plug-in” component could also be developed to incorporate the use of distance learning in the delivery of the team dynamics course to provide for collaboration between schools or even universities.
Regarding the application to other areas, the growing complexity of the world and its problems dictates that teams will be increasing use to address and solve these problems.  As such, the use of teams for problem solving extends beyond the realm of business and the School of Management.  Collaborative efforts at Purdue University (including those exemplified by the initiatives in Discovery Park), indicate that areas such as traditional science, engineering, health sciences, education, etc.  This course is well suited to be adopted by other areas of the university.  The “plug-in” components allow areas or schools to develop specific focuses that are more in line with their area requirements or goals.  This can be done without completely having to restructure the course’s foundation.  This aids in the portability of the course.

Lastly, the course can be further developed into self-contained modules (focusing on areas such as conflict resolution, personalities, team skills, etc.) to facilitate the delivery in a workshop environment as opposed to a quarter or semester long course.  This would facilitate the expansion of the program to staff and faculty training as well as student education.  These self-contained modules could also be offered or marketed to corporate clients as an outreach or revenue-generating operation.
Closing


As mentioned earlier, this course, while seemingly simplistic in nature, responds to a long-existing hole in our academic processes.  We recognize the need to equip our students with tools and the skills necessary to use those tools effectively, especially when we expect them to use those tools in our educational delivery or to support their functioning in the post graduation world.  Ironically, we have traditionally failed to provide that exposure and training in an area that is one of the most crucial given the complexity of today’s world and especially its business environment.  This innovation addresses that oversight and provides the flexibility to allow its use across several audiences.  Preliminary results indicate that the course is having a positive practical impact on the students that have been exposed to the knowledge and techniques.  As the course is now a required component of the Krannert curriculum, we expect to see an impact that is more widespread in junior and senior level courses that utilize teams in the learning process.  
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