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Abstract

This paper discusses the implementation of a wiki project in an introductory course on the literature and culture of Quebec, addressing the practical reasons for using the wiki as a medium for project-based learning and describing the learning process that occurred in the course of the project. With the flexibility to support both individual and collaborative web-based projects, the wiki format presented an alternative to oral presentations formerly required for the course and allowed students to interact in a web-based environment. Throughout the wiki project, students engaged in process oriented learning through ongoing revision of their work and peer editing activities.  The dynamic character of the wiki environment enabled learners to become active participants in their education.  Aspects of the learning process are discussed in terms of several sociocultural concepts applied to language learning.  A brief discussion of the successes and shortcomings of the project is presented, along with suggestions for future development.

Introduction

It is no mystery that many language educators have earned the reputation of ‘early adopters’ of technology within their institutions. Driven by the goal of promoting language learning in context, language educators continue to explore uses of technology to promote opportunities for authentic communication. This paper documents one attempt at implementing a relatively new web-based technology with the goal of promoting greater student engagement through a dynamic and creative form of communication.  

The wiki project described in this paper constituted one component of a course in the French curriculum at Skidmore College entitled Introduction to the Culture and Literature of Quebec.  This course focuses primarily on the literature of Quebec and serves as a gateway course to more advanced literature classes.  As such, training in the skills of literary analysis represents one of the prime objectives of the course.  The majority of student assignments consist of fairly rigidly structured assignments guiding students in the development of analytical skills.  The culture component of the course, the focus of a 55-minute weekly lab class, provides an opportunity for creative and more individualized work in the form of student presentations and projects.  The wiki project was conceived as a means of promoting discovery of Québécois culture in a manner that would maximize opportunities for individual choice and creativity.

Practical Considerations in Choosing a Wiki 

The choice of the wiki resulted from a specific instructional problem involving the effectiveness of individual and group presentations in the course. In the past, students prepared individual and group presentations on cultural topics in a variety of formats, such as oral reports with notes, power point presentations, and digital video projects. While the value of the presentations was evident on the individual level, the benefit to the class as a whole remained questionable. The students indicated that the preparation of their projects promoted greater involvement and they appreciated the opportunity to use their language skills in a content-oriented course. Students’ feedback about their individual and group projects was overwhelmingly positive, yet the presentations often failed to engage their peers and led the instructor to question whether the presentation of projects was indeed an effective use of class time. The instructional problem, then, consisted of finding a better means of integrating the projects into the curriculum so that the individual contributions would be more meaningful for the group. Simply including content questions over presentations on exams in the past did not prove to be a very satisfying solution, hence the challenge to find a more meaningful way to engage students with the material. At the same time, the ideal solution would support both individual and group projects, while allowing for collaborative work among the students regardless of the format they chose (individual or group presentation). While many forms of technology offer opportunities for learners to develop creative and individualized multimedia presentations, the wiki presented several unique advantages to promote process learning and support collaborative work among the students.

The wiki (from the Hawaiian wiki wiki for ‘quick’) provides a web-based environment for collaborative work. Ward Cunningham, creator of the original wiki concept and software, defines it as “the simplest online database that could possibly work. Wiki is a piece of server software that allows users to freely create and edit Web page content using any Web browser. Wiki supports hyperlinks and has a simple text syntax for creating new pages and crosslinks between internal pages on the fly” (http://wiki.org/wiki.cgi?WhatIsWiki).  Cunningham lists among the advantages of the wiki the sense of responsibility resulting from the knowledge that everybody can contribute. All users of a particular wiki can freely create and edit all pages within the wiki, as opposed to the weblog or blog environment in which individual pages are linked in a linear manner.  The Bemidji State University web site on blogs and wikis outlines the characteristics of each format and suggests that the design of the wiki lends itself to more collaborative, topical, situated, and contextualized knowledge (http://ferret.bemidjistate.edu/~morgan/cgi-bin/blogsandwiki.pl?WikiAndBlog).  Not static or linear, pages in the wiki can be updated continually, while the archival function allows access to all previous versions of pages.  This format allows both individual and collaborative authoring and offers an ideal environment for peer editing of web pages.  It is also relatively simpler to use than web editors, although formatting for the wiki software used in this project required mastery of simple mark-up language commands.  The immediacy of the wiki, that is the ability to edit from within the browser, allowed the class to spend less time on technology training and more time on content. 

Implementation

As this was the first use of a wiki at the college, there was no server software in place when the project was conceived.  The students were introduced to the idea of creating a class wiki project by exploring topics pertaining to Quebec on the French language wikipedia site (http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Accueil), as well as other search engines and portals provided on the class WebCT site.  The instructor presented the project as a virtual service learning venture, with the goal of creating a site on the culture of Quebec that could be used by future sections of the course and also by intermediate French classes at the college and potentially advanced high school students.  From the outset, students had the understanding that they were ultimately communicating with the world outside of the classroom.  By the time the wiki was ready for use near the middle of the semester, most students had chosen their topics, collected a list of web sites, and had done some background reading on their subject.  An instructional technologist
 set up the wiki for the class using free wiki software from “oddmuse” (http://www.oddmuse.org), creating a home page, an initial page for each student, and brief online instructions.  The instructor demonstrated a few simple procedures in class and the students learned the commands as they worked through their projects.  The interface posed few problems and most students were pleased to learn they could create web sites so easily. The class worked on the wiki project over a five-week span, devoting one lab session per week to in-class work time.  The fifth session consisted of peer editing which will be discussed in further detail in the following section.  Students presented their topics and sites in front of the class during the final exam period for the class.
From a technical standpoint, the implementation of the wiki on the user end proved to be relatively smooth. However, as with any use of technology, there is always the potential for disaster. Students generally helped each other to learn the commands and there were very few complaints during the process.  One notable exception was a student who lost a day’s work by failing to save her pages properly. Although the students did not comment on this, the instructor felt that a disadvantage of the wiki environment is the necessity of using coding to achieve different formatting effects.  The students demonstrated little interest in exploring the possibilities for enhancing their sites visually. On the other hand, they chose to devote their time to working on the content of their sites, which was indeed the most important aspect of project.

Process Oriented Learning

While the ultimate goal for the class was to produce a wiki on Québécois culture for a real audience, the educational value of the experience was more clearly evident in the process rather than the final product.  While the students learned about different aspects of the culture of Quebec, the instructor learned about sociocultural theory in action.  Several notions from sociocultural theory serve well to describe what occurred in the course of the project.  First among them is the distinction between task and activity.  Sociocultural theorists distinguish between the notions of task, or what the teacher or researcher wants the subject to do and activity, or what the subject actually does (Roebuck, 2000).  The initial task or assignment for the wiki project consisted of simple guidelines, allowing for great freedom on the part of the students.  All students had the option of working individually or in small groups on a cultural topic of their choice.  Topics chosen included visual art, dance, music, cuisine, language, the Saint Lawrence River, geography, education, the role of women, anlgo-franco-québécois relations, and a historical/cultural overview for the main page.  For each topic, students were to present an overview and write reports divided into manageable (i.e. screen-sized) pages, divided and linked logically.  They were also directed to include links to external sources, to integrate material from the literature and history studied in class where appropriate, and above all to incorporate links to the sites of their peers in the class.  The instructor had envisioned several small groups of students working together on topics, choosing subtopics and working to link their sites together.  Instead, every student in the class chose to work individually and there was very little visible or audible interaction during the in-class lab sessions devoted to the wiki editing.  Most of the interactions consisted of students helping one another with the technical aspects of the wiki.  The students became deeply involved in researching their subjects, and spent the majority of their time writing, revising, and reorganizing the content of their pages. Rather than focusing on the collective site, students were developing expertise in their own domains, schema building as they integrated new information and later sought connections between their work and other pages.  While the instructor had hoped to see a deeper integration between content areas, student feedback indicated that they enjoyed learning from the work of their peers.  

Peer editing proved to be an important stage of the process and played a key role in engaging students in the work of their classmates.  Toward the end of the semester when the individual projects neared completion, the class split into groups directed to perform different tasks to review all of the individual projects.  One group evaluated the organization and presentation of each site, offering suggestions for revision of the layout and presentation of the content.  This group often suggested further breaking down the content into shorter, more easily readable pages and also adding images to create more visual interest.  The second group evaluated the content, making suggestions for additional information, links to other students’ sites, and also suggested references to literary works the class had studied.  The third group undertook the revision of grammatical and spelling errors.  The challenge proved far too difficult and ultimately the instructor performed this task, indicating codes for revisions on each student’s site.  

Again, the strongest evidence of learning emerged through the process more than in the final product.  Although individually the students did not fully exploit or develop links to sites of their peers or to the literary component of the course, they clearly demonstrated evidence of critical thinking in the comments offered during the peer editing process.  It was at this stage that they visibly began to make the connections while objectively reviewing all of the sites.  It also seemed very effective to perform this activity in small groups as students worked together to develop their comments.  The sociocultural concept of the zone of proximal development promoted through collaborative dialogue accounts for the synergistic effect of learners surpassing their individual level of expertise by working collaboratively (Swain, 2000).  It seems logical to suppose that students working together to critique the projects are likely to achieve better results than students working independently.  In the following comment from the group reviewing content on the site devoted to the language of Quebec, it is clear that the peer editors read the student’s work thoughtfully, suggesting areas for further development as well as links to other students’ subjects and a literary reference:  “Are there differences between American and English influences? Maybe modern works (ie technology and computer based words or even American slang?) Talk about possible cultural issues with joual (reference to the play "Les Belles-Soeurs?") Link to other pages (Davids - music, Laura's - overview, etc.) ps - excellent page!” (http://www.skidmore.edu/cgi-bin/wikis/FF209_001_f04.cgi?action=browse;id=La_langue;revision=20).

Learners as Participants

The dynamic nature of the wiki environment plays a crucial role in establishing the learner as an active participant in the learning process.  The deep engagement of the students in researching their subjects might be explained in several ways.  First of all, it was quite evident through students’ comments that they continually kept in mind the fact that they were creating a site to be used by future students.  The authentic, situated nature of the task corresponds to the sociocultural notion of participation.  Pavlenko and Lantolf (2000) propose participation as a complement to the acquisition metaphor in language learning. They view language learning as not merely the accumulation of linguistic knowledge, but also the process of becoming engaged in a certain community, within or beyond the classroom. The prospect of creating material for an authentic audience appeared to be the main motivation for the students. Students involved in the wiki project interacted with authentic cultural material on the web and also envisioned themselves as potential teachers to future students using their site.  In contrast to researching and reporting on a topic for the class as students had done in previous classes, these students assumed responsibility for interacting with information, assimilating, rewriting, and organizing it in a way they deemed worthy of future students’ interest.  The sociocultural concept of the agency of the subject aptly describes the students’ role in this setting where “learners actually transform their world and do not merely conform to it” (Donato, 2000).   The wiki provided an environment that readily supported the acquisition and transformation of information gathered from the world beyond the walls of the classroom.

Lessons Learned

The most successful aspects of the wiki project proved to be the engagement of individual learners in their chosen area of investigation, the critical thinking and more global understanding that emerged through the peer review process, and finally, the evidence of learning in the presentation of the final projects.  At the end of the semester, the majority of the students demonstrated ease with the material in oral presentations of their wiki sites to the class.  Unlike oral reports on cultural topics in previous classes, the presentations in this class were done entirely without notes as students spoke confidently about their area of expertise.  The sociocultural notion of internalization provides a means of describing the manner in which learning occurred in the course of the project.  The concept of internalization is based on the premise that the human mind is mediated, not only by interactions with others but also by objects, tools, and cultural artifacts. Internalization is “...the process through which a person moves from carrying out concrete actions in conjunction with the assistance of material objects and of other individuals to carrying out actions mentally without any apparent external assistance.  This, however, does not mean that mental activity is free of mediational support.  Indeed, there is support only now it is internally situated (Lantolf, 13).”  It seems quite likely that by working with the authentic material, transforming and manipulating it to create their own wiki sites, students were able to internalize a great deal of information.  As they spoke during the final presentations, students clicked through their web pages, still supported no doubt by the mediating tool provided by technology, but able to communicate with confidence their subject matter.

The least successful aspects of the project concern the failure to take full advantage of the wiki environment in several ways.  First of all, the wiki offers a wealth of opportunities for collaborative work.  It may have been a mistake to allow the students to work individually on different subject areas.  The instructor conceived of the project as an opportunity to give the students as much freedom as possible to see what direction they would pursue.  Perhaps a more structured approach would have encouraged better integration of the projects to produce a more coherent whole.  Given the success of the peer editing process, it seems highly desirable to incorporate peer review activities much earlier in the project to more fully exploit the dynamic nature of the wiki.  Finally, the visual appearance, organization, and linguistic accuracy of the class wiki in its final form needed much more work to produce a site that would be of a quality appropriate for use by other classes.  To achieve better results, the class would have required much more time for revision, and more structured guidelines and training in design and presentation.    

Student Feedback

Students provided comments on the wiki project in the context of their final portfolio for the course in which they presented an overview of their work for the semester and commented on the ways in which different pieces demonstrated attainment of the learning objectives outlined in the syllabus.  Comments on the wiki project were overwhelmingly positive. Students expressed appreciation for having the freedom to pursue topics of interest and the opportunity to learn from classmates’ projects.  One student’s comments revealed a particularly heartening description of the learning experience: “I enjoyed the Wiki project more than anything else this semester.  I had never made anything similar to it on the computer before, and as someone who usually hates computers, I found myself spending free minutes adding photos or extra links to my site just to improve my pages.  I didn’t realize it as it was happening, but after completing the project I had learned a lot about the history of art in Quebec and also around the world.  […] By looking at examples of the paintings I was able to understand more about the Quebec way of life and how the concept of being from Quebec has changed so drastically over the years…”  This student very aptly describes the process of internalization that occurred in the course of creating the wiki site and indicates that she did indeed succeed in making connections between her topic and the broader context of the material studied throughout the semester.

Suggestions for Future Development

The greatest advantage of the wiki lies in the potential for making connections—connections between subjects and connections between people. Through working on the class wiki project described in this paper, students succeeded in making connections within their areas of study, but showed less evidence of connecting to one another’s contributions.  A more effective means of achieving a dynamic, collective wiki site may be to follow the example of the Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page) and provide a point of departure from which learners can build and expand. Such an approach would ensure a clearer sense of the common space and purpose of the wiki. 

A more ambitious approach to implementing wiki-based collaborative work would extend the sphere of participation beyond the classroom walls.   Language instruction has yielded many successful examples of using technology to support remote collaboration through synchronous and asynchronous CMC and video conferencing.  The wiki offers an ideal environment for such projects.  

The wiki also offers great potential for research on language learning.  With the archival function providing access to all versions of pages created within the wiki, researchers can observe the writing process through every revision of a text. Advocating descriptive research to observe the activities of learners generated by tasks, Roebuck suggests that the goal of the researcher is “to discover rather than predict subjects’ activity” (Roebuck, 2000).  The wiki affords a unique opportunity to study the learning process in action
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