Nicholas Johnson Digital Union
5.14.07 The Ohio State University

Wikis in Education:
Technology Enhanced Collaboration

I. Introduction — So much more than Wikipedia

Most people are by now at least somewhat familiar with Wikipedia.com, the
infinite online encyclopedia which anyone can edit and everyone can use for free.
Although Wikipedia can be a very valuable tool (for example, the best online article
defining a wiki is found on Wikipedia - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wiki), it is just one
example of what a wiki can be, and in fact may be so popular that it limits creativity for
new wikis. A wiki is simply a websiie that allows users to access, add, edit, or remove
content easily and quickly, all while tracking what changes are being made and who is
making them. In addition, wiki software allows for easy linking from one page to
another, making navigation beiween different pages simple and intuitive. This feature
also allows anyone who knows about a particular subject to create a new page linked off
a preexisting one to provide further discussion, examples, or resources for that topic.

Wikis employ a script (or computer language) that must be mastered in order to
create a wiki or author a page within the wiki. This script allows the user to do things
like write texts in bold or italics, link to other websites, or add pictures and multimedia to
the page. The scripts are not difficult to learn (they are much simpler, for example, than
html) and once acquired can make editing a snap. Most wikis have helpful guides on
editing and creating new pages, and with a little patience, producing your own wiki can
be an easy and rewarding project. However, not all wikis use the same format, a point
which will be discussed below, so while exploring the free wiki sites listed at the end of
this paper, try to choose the one whose editing interface seems the easiest to use. In
addition, at the conclusion of this paper you will find an appendix with a step-by-step
guide to creating your own wiki.

The Wiki’s strength lies in its ability to bring students together to work on
projects collaboratively. If you are looking for a way to structure group projects, learn
how to complete an assignment together, or combine their knowledge for everyone’s
benefit, then give a wiki a try.

IL. Positive Aspects of using Wikis in Education

A. Encourage students to work together

The most basic educational value of a wiki is that it will bring students
together to work on projects. The way a wiki is structured means that all students
collaborate to create the same online space that is usable both by themselves and



other students. In addition, each student has the ability to add new pages linked to
an existing one, meaning that each should be able to participate by adding their
own knowledge to the communal wiki.

B. Great place to store notes for meetings or a project

Because of its structure, wikis work well to store minutes from meetings,
providing access to everyone in the group. Even better, because of the linking
features found in a wiki, someone can go back to previous minutes in which a
specific problem was discussed, and then link to a new page in which a possible
solution, discussion, or a decision is posted.

C. Create a source for future classes to build on

The blog will allow a student the ability to continue their own
development after the semester, but the wiki allows future classes to build on the
work already done by a previous class. If the wiki is being used to store
information, then this will allow students to see what earlier classes had done with
the assignment, and add their own information or even correct that which is
already there. This kind of skill can be particularly useful for students preparing
for a field in academics in which they need to be able to assess the current state of
their field and be able to add new research, theories, or corrections to an ongoing
discussion.

D. Students learn valuable collaborative writing

For those students not pursuing a career in academics, it is quite likely that
whenever they write in the future it will be with other people. Businesses often
emphasize teamwork, so reports and project work is done collaboratively. Ifa
person has used a wiki in class then they will have experience working with
others to create a final project (though no wiki is ever really “final,” another
possible advantage).

E. The wiki tracks the edits :

Practically speaking, with most wiki software it is very easy to determine
who made which edits and when. This can be particularly useful for educators
who are assessing participation in a wiki project as part of a quantitative grading
system, or if he/she want to see how the project developed and who was leading
it. Also, this means that students can feel safe changing things and trying new
ideas, because if he/she dislikes the new material it is very easy to revert to the
old.

ITL. Potential Negative Aspects of Wikis in Education

A. Technology concerns

The skills needed to effectively use a wiki are definitely more involved
than for a blog, but this is mainly because so much more can be done. Wiki
software aimost always uses a wiki script that authors will need to learn. Luckily,
the scripts are easy to pick up and are certainly quicker to learn than html.



However, not all wikis use the same script, meaning that if someone has the
knowledge to use one wiki it will not automatically transfer to another, though the
basic skills will be the same. Some wikis do provide an easy edit option, which
functions much like Microsoft Word, but sometimes these can be difficult to use.
Plan on spending at least one class period instructing students how to use the wiki
tool, and expect a few questions, especially in the early phase. Luckily, as with
any program, after students use it a few times they shouldn’t have any more
problems. (I have included some helpful tips to get started with a wiki in the
Appendix below).

B. Security

Like the blog, it is possible that there might be security issues when using
a wiki. Fortunately wikis can be restricted, just like blogs, so that only certain
people have access to the wiki or the ability to edit it.

C. Stndents might feel as if there is nothing left to do

With any group project, there is a risk that some students will feel as if
there is nothing for them to do. This will probably be mitigated somewhat with a
wiki, if only because it is so easy to add another page that enhances the wiki as a
whole. However, some instructors have reported that their students could feel left
out of a wiki project when the more aggressive students took over most of the
work.

1V. Sample Uses for Wikis in Education

A. Art/Literature criticism

One particularly impressive wiki (http://node51.cit.geneseo.edu/WIKKI
_TEST/mediawiki/index.php/Main_Page) functions as a tool for poetry criticism,
The advantage of the wiki is that all students begin with the poem and are able to
link from it to another page they create discussing a particular theme or issue.
This idea can be applied with any type of literature, art, equation, or anything in
which it would be advantageous to have the object studied on the first page of the
wiki, and then students could link to various commentaries and analyses.

B. Gathering research

This would function much like Wikipedia, except that it will be for a small
group of people on a particular topic. This would allow the students to share their
research and add to each other’s. Also, this wiki could be much more detailed
and specific about a particular topic than Wikipedia ever could:

C. Students create a database of info for future classes

Expanding from the previous suggestion, whatever database the students
create could be very valuable to future classes. The new students would be able
to add to the existing wiki, centering on what they might be particularly interested
in, or to modify it, accommodating any changes in the course’s structure that have
been made since the last group of students cycled through.



D. Departments can gather information

Although this is not a suggestion tied down only to the classroom, it
should be noted that specific departments can use a wiki as a store of information
that can easily be updated. This would allow for greater ease in updating
documents by any faculty member and quickly making them available for student
use.

E. Collaboration between classes/departments/schools

The wiki would function at its best when it is applied as a tool to be used
by multiple people in different sitnations. In the smallest sense, multiple classes
within the same discipline can use the wiki to store information and add to the
knowledge pool. More exciting would be different departments combining their
knowledge into an interdisciplinary wiki. For example, a 20™ century American
History course could create a wiki with an American Popular Music course. The
two student groups could combine their knowledge to better understand the
historical context (for the music students) or the art that was produced as a result
of certain events (for the history students). Obviously this sort of interdisciplinary
thinking would not be new to either department, but with the students taking the
active role of sharing the information, they would both learn their own material
more fully and also get practice in sharing facts and ideas through writing with
others. A wiki could very well go beyond this and even combine classes and
department from multiple universities.

F. Author a collaborative paper

The wiki is a great forum in which students can work on a collaboratwe
research paper, which will probably be more useful for some students in the future
than solo projects. The students can begin by gathering all of their research and
sources into the same wiki and then begin sharing ideas on how to combine it into
a final essay. Often this type of work is done currently via email, but with a wiki
the students will never have to wait for each other to wotk on a draft and send an
email, which can cause the problem of multiple drafts and much time lost waiting
on each other’s work. In the wiki, the student will always see the most recent
draft. This idea might work particularly well in a graduate level class in which
the students could produce a final project for publication.

V. Links to Further Resources

A. Free wikis to try

All of these wiki programs are free and will allow you to have your own
wiki up and running in no time. They all also contain editing practice pages that
you can experiment with before setting up your own wiki. So try them out and
see which own would work best for you.

www.pbwiki.com

www.wikidof.com

www.wikispaces.com




www.wetpaint.com
www. wikia.com

B. Wikis for education

http://en.wikiversity.org/wiki/Wikiversity:Main Page —Wikiversity is a
collaborative wiki for all those interested in teaching or learning. The material is
divided into “schools” for each area of knowiedge. This site might also be helpful
in forming lesson plans.

http://wiki literacytent.org/index.php/Main_Page - Dedicated to the
promotion and instruction of adult literacy programs.

hitp://'www.simteach.com/wiki/index.php?title=Second Life Education
Wiki — Main wiki for discussion of how to use Second Life, an online virtual
environment, as a tool for education.

C. Some sample wikis used for education

www.podeasting-gmu.wetpaint.com — Great example of a student
produced wiki. This one was designed by students at George Mason University

and discusses the advantages and skills needed for quality podcasting.

http://www.budtheteacher.com/wikifindex.php - A wiki used for K-12
education.

http://idea2product net/index.php?title=Main Page — A wiki from The

Ohio State University in which students from a 400 level Engineering class
worked on group projects to analyze different technologies.

http://node3 1.cit.geneseo.edw/WIKKI TEST/mediawiki/index.php/Main _
Page - A literary criticism wiki from SUNY Geneseo in which students work
together to critique poetry and literature.

Appendix: Getting Started with a Wiki

Since learning to use a wiki can be more challenging than learning how to blog, if
only because wikis offer much more, I have inciuded this short section to alleviate some
of the fear that might hinder use of a wiki.

1. First steps: Creating an account

I have selected to use www.wikidot.com for this tutorial because it is my
favorite of the free wikis, and while it is not as immediately simple as
www.pbwiki.com, it allows for much more usability, has fewer limitations, and
does not place advertisements on the pages of the wiki. So, please go to




www.wikidot,com to get started. Click on “Start a new Site!” about half way
down the page (see below), and then create your account (don’t worry, it is free to
make an account, and I at least have not received any spam email as a result of my
wiki account).

Search query: | | [ searen
@ pages and forums (}pages only ) forums only

i

. List of faatyres
- Start a new Site! “_““uookwha;rm get for
' 1]

—thon::Sr:;;mi Sandbox Pocumentation
| and the Community | Our demosite QS {f{fﬁg’f dacs,

2. Creating the site

After creating your account click on “go go go! create my site!” Note
that if you would rather just experiment you can also click on the “sandbox” link
which allows you to play with the script. However, you won’t be able to do quite
as much and it 1s difficult to get back to a page you have created. If you follow
these steps and are not happy with your wiki you can easily delete it if you are
concerned about wasting virtual space or people visiting your wiki.

ed and you will be redirected to it upon sutcess. You will ba of course the a

onality of Wikidat Sites we alse invite you to visit our Sandbox Site where
mngine in action.

Read and accept the terms (click “I aceept the terms” on the bottom of the page)
and you’re off...

3. Framing your Wiki
' Now give your wiki a title (site name) and fill out the rest of the first form
(make sure you select English, unless you can speak Polish). For your title, just



decide what you would like to make your wiki about. Maybe you want to make a
wiki about OSU football, or maybe you want to make one usable by your
department: the choice is yours. Also, if you would like to keep your new wiki to
yourself for now, select private access, which you can change once you are
ready. For the question “Are you a human?” just type the text shown into the box
below. When you are done, click “create site” and it will load your new wiki.

Site name: {Gigital Union wiki Test \

Bomething that Sp0edrs iy ihe 1o ef Jrees ot gpon g0 Sur

Site “unix name": digitalunionwiki ;. wikidot.com

Grdy pistarumeris lee2ie8) ane T igads, oREfROT

Subtitie: |

Site content language: _Engiish -

vowr it will DE CUEATEN EM B ISMIDENE SPETTED IN INE MNGIERE ST

it ondy the Engish interface is complate

Access:  Private - visible onty to selected users v
vau s Be able to chavgs thg later

Fras peyETE w4 are Bvites 1o Ll memibers o+ L7 LXITE B0045E DETTTRISITNG

Description: A place for Digitat Union types to
expiore the vaiue of the wiki.
igase e ¥ sho. 2iScharaoets ivh

Arg youl 3 human? 48 7 g

Djmmse gpoTe the oods you @ Sas above.

New site code:

o g promensnal cnde. anter < barp

4. The homepage

First, take a moment to situate yourself by reading some of the help
information that first pops up in the main window and on the right side. 1 will
give a brief walk through of how to edit pages, but feel free to look at that as well.
When you are ready, click on Site Manager on the left side of the page.



Welcome paga
2 i sie Welcome!
How to edit pages?
How 1o join_this site? Welcome to your naw site! Please read this firsti
Si 8

This page is just a welcome-page and you really mic
the bottom of this page and delete thig intreduction

Recent changes

List all pages

Page.Taos If you do not want to delete cotents this page, clic)
Site Manager "

e.9. startd page and start your fresh new Site thet

Page tags We have also prepared a few pages for your site to
+ Lav:side - left side navigaton menu, editif yc

;‘;?;;r?;sd{ﬁupg;:: n_lc_)otags s nav:iop - top navigation meny, you can edit i

attach a tag simply ¢lick on . . _

the tags button at the Our goal it to make a site customizable as much as |

bottom of any page. options, Take a ciose look at Permissions sectior

ophons and allow other users to contribute too!

5. Setting preferences

From the Site Manager you will have access for all kinds of important
tools, such as.changing the appearance, setting who has access to edit pages,
creating a discussion page (a nice feature not all wikis have), and storing files.
Explore the Site Manager and change any settings you would so desire. When
you are done with the Site Manager, click on the name of yonr wiki at the top of
the page. That text is always linked directly to your homepage (which will still
have the original welcome message). If you changed your appearance, you will
see the new one once you return.

< Digital Union Wiki Test

manage site... - Welcome to the site manager!

Welcome to site manager! This is the administrative pane! for your Site. But re

Generat settings Responsibility.

Custom domain

Secure sceess (SSL/TLS) A few tips for vour Site

Appegrange

licanss + Start a forum

Page templates The simpiest way o add interactivity to your

. Forum & discussion »> Sattings to leam more

ubi There 15 3iso a nice Stap-by-step howto you

Permissions + Use site tags



6. Adding a page

Please note that you can begin by changing the first welcome page by
clicking “edit”™ at the bottom of the page; but since this page has a lot of useful
information that you might not want to delete until comfortable, it might be a
better idea to first create a new page to learn the basics writing with the wiki
script and editing. To do this, first think of a title for a new page and write it in
the blank on the right side of the screen under “Add a new page.” Then, click
“new page.”

It seems you have no tags
attached to pagss. To
attach 2 tag simply click on
the rags buttan at the
bottom of any page.

Addanewpage

This will take you to a screen titled “Create a new page.” Notice that the address
in the navigation bar of your web browser has now changed by incorporating the
title of the new page into your wiki’s website.

7. Adding text .

Now type some text in the box. There are two ways that you can alter that
text, by which 1 mean increasing the size or adding bold or italics. First, you can
highlight an existing text and then click on the symbol above that corresponds to
what you would like to do. The program then adds the appropriate wiki script.
Highlight something and click the uppercase B on the top row. It should add **
before and after the highlighted text, which will' cause this text to be bold. The
other option to alter text is to enter these symbols yourself. Though it can take
some time to learn all of the symbols, it will be quicker in the long run if you plan
on editing and creating many pages. You can click on this wiki syntax chart
which will tell you the code for everything. Try playing around with different
effects. When you are done you can preview and then click save at the bottom to
create your page.



Here is an example of the editing interface:

Create a newpage

Tite of the page: My Firgt Page

B |
(nY

i P 11 e i no | ethad

II #m now leaming how to ute a wid.
E“"'%.ﬁa‘i":e:'a 1 type with zsterisks, T can make my text bald. =™
__And this is hew | do undadine. _

/ond hee i itslics. /s

Thera ate nisa nary bypre nf hprdars,

+ Here, for exaviple, is header 1.

+++ &nd here is headng 3.

Balow thie is a ~orizontal fine

And finalty here are some bullat ponts
-1

2

And here is the final page:

My First Page

I am now leaming how to use a wiki,

when I type with asterisks, [ can make my taxt boid.

Al ig i 6 untarling.
Ard hera ie Lafics.

There are st30 many types of headers,
Here, for example, is header1. =~

And here is heading 3.

Belaw this 15 a3 honzontal fine

And finally hare are soms bullat soints

1
2



8. Adding links

A point was made earlier that adding links between pages was easy and
one of the best elements of a wiki. Try to add one to your page by returning to the
edit feature (if you have left it) by clicking edit on the bottom of the screen.

and finally here are some buliet points
« 1
. 2
age_revisien: U, lagt_sdited:

edit  tegs  history

Then click the page link icon,

Edit the page

Title of the page:  |ply First Page :

and add text in between the brackets

IAnd finally here are seme bullet points
1

2
i[{[My second Page(

9. Reaching your new page
Now, when you save this page you will have created a new page that is
ready for editing. Just click on the link in your current page to reach it.

And finally here are some bullet points

This is one way that you er your students will add new pages to the wiki.
If you see text on a page that you want to link to a new page, you can enter the



edit mode and put three brackets around each side of the text (or click the page
link button), and the new page is created.

Spend some time mastering creating, editing, and linking pages and you
will be well on your way to wiki’ing with the pros. Once you are ready, click the
edit button on your homepage to make an inviting page. Then set your
preferences (in the Site Manager) and you wiki will be ready to grow!



