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1. Introduction 

This paper considers the validity and reliability of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) as an analysis tool for online distance learning in higher education. 

In this paper, validity refers to “the degree in which our test or other measuring device is truly measuring what we intended it to measure” and reliability refers to “the consistency of a test, survey, observation, or other measuring device” (AllPsych Online, 2004).
 For our purposes, a test will be considered valid if it successfully describes the learner’s learning style and reliable if the same result is replicated at a subsequent time. 

The paper’s topic was inspired by Ke and Carr-Chellman’s (2006) paper that examined learner traits and their adaptability to online collaborative learning: they concluded that “solitary learners” or INTJ (Introverted, Intuitive, Thinking, Judging) and INTP (Introverted, Intuitive, Thinking, Perceiving) learners who show high independence, often with high academic aptitude, may show a “mismatch” with collaboration-oriented course design (p.249). 

This research echoes an observation statement by Moore (1993) who, referring to the theory of transactional distance consisting of three clusters of variables (dialogue, structure, and autonomy), notes that:
...Students with advanced competence as autonomous learners appeared to be quite comfortable with less dialogic programmes with little structure; more dependent learners preferred programmes with more dialogue... (p.32) 

Based on these reasons, the author decided to seek a valid analytical tool to objectively quantify the co-relational factors between learners and online collaborative distance learning.
 

2.  Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI)　

This section provides a brief overview of the MBTI. 

Firstly, together with Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory (LSI), the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) by Briggs and Mayer (1944; 2007) is one of the most widely used tests for measuring learning styles (Bates & Poole, 2003, p.39). Though originally developed for academia, both tests are currently available commercially. Numerous other learning style tests also exist, which often show more focus with fewer item inventories (Riding & Rayer, 1998, p. 53). 

The MBTI consists of about 90 self-report forced-choice questions about everyday events and the results are categorized into 16 personality types based on the combinations of four type pairs: Extraverted-Introverted, Sensory-iNtuitive, Thinking-Feeling, and Judging-Perceiving (Figure 1). 

[image: image1.png]Sensing Intuitive

-~ EEEE

Tp-b b b
- b b

- EAPed

Introyert





Figure 1: The 16 types of MBTI (16-types.com, n.d.) 

A handy overview of the statistic data including the demographic distribution of each personality type and an interpretation of the typologies can be found in Kearsely (2005), Massey (2006), and 16-types.com (n.d.).
 The MBTI is widely used in both education and work sectors so as to facilitate major (or course) selection in schools, and job and role selection in organizations and companies, etc. 

3. The validity of MBTI as analysis tool of learning styles 

Doubt was cast on the validity of the MBTI by Will (2006) in his blog essay introduced via an online posting by Bullen (2007). Two main points are raised by Will (2006): commercialization and the weak reliability found by researchers. He notes that CPP Inc., which manages MBTI implementation for its clients, funds and favors research findings that support the reliability of MBTI and preferentially makes them public (see CPP Inc., 2005). Also, Pittenger, in a 2005 article, recounts a strong skepticism towards the MBTI.
 

Pittenger (2005) develops a negative evaluation of the MBTI because: 1) the addition by Myers and Briggs of a Judging-Perceiving (JP) scale that did not exist in Jung’s original theory, 2) the assumption that personality is fixed by adulthood, 3) the typologies assume “between-group heterogeneity of variance and within-group homogeneity of variance” (p.213), 4) crucial information is lost because of the dichotomized forced-choice application, 5) the overall lack of empirical evidence, and 6) the ambiguity of its effectiveness when applied to job settings. In sum, Pittenger strongly rejects both the validity and reliability of the MBTI. 
On the other hand, research by McCaulley (2000), strongly opposed by Pittenger (2005), develops, in Pittegner’s words an “optimistic and enthusiastic” view (p. 210) of the applicability of the MBTI. 
The main message of McCaulley, who worked closely with Myers for over a decade, is that the MBTI can be a bridge between the psychological and corporate worlds and that the MBTI could be a powerful instrument for “counselors” to be effective “consultants.” Though much of the paper is assigned to describing the MBTI, some of the background detail helps us to see the formative processes behind the MBTI. 

Drawing on the arguments of Pittegner and McCaulley, two points about the validity and reliability of the MBTI will be further examined; dichotomy and typology. 

Dichotomy 

To demonstrate the weakness of the MBTI’s forced-choice item questions, Pittenger (2005) introduces Harvey and Murry’s (1994) research that compares the preference score vs. latent-trait analysis (LTA): in short, they found that dichotomizing the preference scores produced significant information loss of 26% to 32% (p.116). Also, the fact that the JP (Judging-Perceiving) dimension did not exist in Jung’s original personality typologies (AFTP, 2007; Jung, 1921) deserves attention. It could be said that the current status of the MBTI relies much on Jung’s charismatic “aura.” However, directing our attention to how the addition of the J-P dimension affects the validity of the MBTI is more fruitful than simply deciding that the MBTI is invalid because there has been some change to Jung’s original concepts. 

Referring to the addition of the J-P dimension, McCaulley (2000, p.121) says, "...and d) the judging or perceptive function (J or P)... This scale is the key to identifying the dominant, auxiliary, tertiary, and inferior functions...," which shows that the addition was made with care. Though it is beyond the scope of this paper to examine its implication, it is not difficult to see that the addition of a pair could increase the specificity of the typologies (2×2×2×2＝16) over Jung’s (2×2×2＝8), which could increase its appeal. 

Typology 
Another issue raised by Pittenger (2005) regards typology, i.e. is it possible to put people who differ largely into groups? The recurrence or reliability of the test results is of great concern here because it assumes intra-group homogeneity over time; however, as even the four week comparative study conducted by Myers et al. (1998 in Pittenger, 2005, p.214) itself acknowledges, 35% of individuals scores different typologies at different times. 

However, if we accept that personality traits can change even in adulthood, this lack of reliability may not be too damaging. This could be partly supported by the characteristics of adult learners (CAL) posited by Cross (1981, p.235, initially encountered in the MDDE 621 Study Guide by Fahy, 2007, p.42) which consider that adult learners’ learning styles are decided by two variables; personal vs. situational. Therefore, even though Cross conceived CAL to emphasize how adult learners differ from younger learners (p.234), the idea of personal vs. situational variables is helpful especially in distance learning environments where a constant negotiation or interaction between learner and earning environment occurs. 

Furthermore, inter-group heterogeneity could be regarded as a merit of this sort of categorization. That is, that the idea of heterogeneity supports a certain level of stereotyping or belonging to a group; Massy’s work (2006) titled Where in the World Do I Belong which uses the MBTI to find the common traits of people in different countries is a good example. Also, the idea of typology could be regarded as having the merit of convertibility with other variables in other settings; that is, that the 16 types could give us a means to identify ourselves beyond the traditional concept of geographically or culturally or nationally bounded “groups.” 



4. Conclusion   

The purpose of this paper is to examine the extent we can rely on the MBTI to analyze learners in online distance learning environments. Limited by space and time, its scope is far from conclusive but some hints are obtained for further direction. 

In line with the idea of situational vs. personal variables posited by Cross (1981), this paper considers that interactive-constructivism that espouses both public (collaboration) and private (reflection) as necessary dimensions for knowledge construction and which implies the reflective-self in a given learning context (Reich, 2007 initially found Fahy, 2007, p.53) could give a better framework in online distance learning where public and private intersect with high intensity
: the learners are accessing the public while staying in the private. This is even more so when we consider that the stakeholders of distance learning in higher education are, on the whole, adult learners older than 18 years who have an established world both inside and outside in the real world.
 

Also, no strong evidence was found not to use the MBTI as a learning style indicator. Though many of the points raised by Pittenger (2005) demand further examination, what he highlighted may be the same problems that affect many other personality measurements. Looked at in a different way, it is possible that the differences in viewpoint about the MBTI may be a simple reflection of Pittenger (2005), an academic, having an INTJ tendency whereas McCaulley (2000), a counselor, being INFJ (Keirsey, 1998). The MBTI itself is just there; Pittenger copes with it by thinking, McAulley by feeling. 
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�1.2 Define the aspects of problems


�1.3 Formulate question


�1.4 Find and access information


�1.1 Recognize problems


�1.6 Compare alternative


�1.7 Make reasoned arguments


�1.7 Lead to rational solution


�1.8 Justify this solution





