Autonomy through collaboration: reflections on wiki-based collaborative seminars and a novel assessment in a psychology module
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“Just as you cannot do much carpentry with your bare hands, you cannot do much thinking with your bare brain.” Dahlbom & Jenlert (quoted in Dennett, 2000, p.1)
Abstract
This paper describes an attempt to support the development of learner autonomy by assessing students’ ability to write a review of a current psychology article. Students were given practice in this task by writing a collaborative review using Blackboard’s wiki tool. Questionnaire and interviews suggest that although the assessment was generally deemed to be a success, participation in the wiki task was low. It is suggested that low participation could be due to a combination of it being an unfamiliar technology, the perception that the task was of low value, a difficulty coordinating action within groups and a concern that other non-participating students would gain benefit from the work of participants.


Introduction
The development of autonomous learners with its requirement that learners (and professionals) are able to respond appropriately to novel situations and problems is central to many recent educational theories (e.g. Schon, 1983; 1987, Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). However at the same time there is some disagreement as to exactly how one should define autonomy in terms of its underlying skills and abilities. Benson & Voller (1997) discuss five different ways in which ‘learner autonomy’ is used:

1. it describes situations in which learners study entirely on their own;

2. it describes a set of skills which can be learned and applied in self-directed learning;

3. it describes some innate capacity which is suppressed by formal education;

4. it describes learners having responsibility for their own learning;

5. it describes learners’ right to determine the direction of their own learning.

Rather than attempt to produce a verbal definition in terms of cognitive skills I felt it productive to define autonomy—if ‘define’ is the right word—in terms of the kinds of activity I would like students to be able to perform having completed a course or module. While skills and abilities doubtless underlie discipline-specific knowledge, it is only in performance that we can decide whether we have truly achieved competence. The great Australian cricketer Donald Bradman was once asked how he felt about those critics who believed he had a faulty batting technique. He replied that they were entitled to their beliefs just as he was equally entitled to keep scoring centuries. In other words, what matters is not what skills you have (or do not have) but how well you perform when it matters.
Given that this intervention was in the field of psychology the preoccupation was with what should a psychology student be able to do when they have finished their degree and, once we have arrived at a conclusion, then we should endeavour to help them to learn to do whatever it is well. My answer to the question was that they should be able to take an academic psychology paper be able to evaluate it, discuss whether it achieves the goals it sets itself (does the evidence support the claims made by its author(s) for example), placing it within the appropriate theoretical debate (perhaps by bringing in other studies) and suggesting further research where appropriate (with perhaps a sketch of how this might be achieved). This is not an exhaustive list. There are also more socially orientated goals. For example, they should be able to collaborate on doing the above with other colleagues, be able to present their ideas verbally in order to convince others of their position and be able to defend their conclusions against critics. These social elements are beyond the scope of the assessment used here but I will reflect upon some of the social aspects of the collaborative component of the wiki task. One final point. Although I have focused on discipline-specific knowledge, it should be obvious that many of the activities described above constitute valuable ‘generic’ skills and could be seen as important for employability.
Rationale
Quite often in curriculum design it seems that developers begin with a set of materials or skills that are deemed central to the discipline and then work forwards making decisions as to how these should be presented to the students by selecting the delivery platform and then, finally, the assessment. The platform and assessment are frequently determined by tradition or expectation. For example, one finds that face-to-face lectures are used heavily in delivery and essays (either coursework or exam) are used in the assessment, irrespective of whether these are the most appropriate given the subject matter and nature of the learning population. Perhaps a better approach is to work backwards. Decide what you would like students to be able to do at the end of a module of course; develop an assessment that measures whether this goal has been achieved then develop the delivery to support the assessment. Making explicit the relationship between delivery, goal and assessment is important if our goal is promote learner engagement. Research on the allocation of study time to test items reveals that students spend more time learning more profitable items when studying for a subsequent test (Metcalfe, 2002; Reader and Payne, 2007; Son and Metcalfe, 2000; Thiede and Dunlosky, 1999) in short, participants serve to maximize the value of the interaction in terms of whatever currency is desired. If students are value maximizers this suggests that participation and engagement in learning activities such as seminars will be determined by the extent to which the activity supports the learner’s goals, in this case assessment grades. If students do not perceive seminars (or other activities) as supporting this goal then low participation/engagement will be the rational response (see Reader, 2007 for some empirical support for this position). Of course students are not solely motivated by external factors such as grades and assessment; intrinsic motivations such as personal gratification, interest in the topic and so on are also likely to be important factors. It is known, for example, that intrinsic motivating factors such as increasing students’ ownership of the learning activity can have a significant effect on student engagement (Brookfield, 1987).
Unfortunately due to time and resource constraints it was not possible to fully redesign the module in question in the way described, instead a partial redesign took place. The assessment was to review a paper and seminars were redesigned in order to support this assessment activity, delivery was by lectures with small modification of content to reflect the new assessment. Rather than face- to-face seminars in which students complete a number of tasks, one seminar activity was used and this was to be completed across the semester. Seminars were conducted on-line and the task was for students to practice their reviewing skills using the blackboard wiki tool. Tutors would provide written feedback on the nascent review students were then free to make modifications which they could again submit for feedback. The process could iterate as many times over the first semester as students felt necessary. Wikis were used because group members could contribute without necessarily being in the same place and the history list provided by all wikis could allow students to see how their review had developed and improved as comments were taken on board. Students reviewed the practice paper is group of around four. The reason for this is twofold. First, for each student to create his or her own wiki review would have been unmanageable with 220 students on the module. Second, it was thought that students could help each other out in the reviewing task, learning from each other and fostering, perhaps, a ‘community of enquiry’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1994; Wenger, 1998; Buysse, Sparkman, & Wesley, 2003). 
It is worth spending a few moments to consider the relationship between learner autonomy and learning communities. The use of the word ‘autonomy’ suggests someone operating alone without requiring the help and support of others. Closer examination, however, reveals this to be illusory. To be a truly autonomous should presuppose the fact that the individual learner can work as effectively in a group as alone requiring the development of important life-skills such as those of negotiation, delegation, conflict resolution, the ability to motivate others as well as the ability to simultaneously play the role of learner and teacher.
Background

The approach was trialled on Abnormal Psychology, a level 5 module consisting mainly of psychology undergraduates plus some join honours students and some option students. Two-hundred-and-twenty students participated in this module. 
Method
The first part was simple: the activity was to review a paper so this was set as the assessment for the module. Four recent journal articles were chosen all between 4,000 and 6,000 words all relevant to different topics within the module and all available on-line. An important criterion for the articles was that there should be no readily available review available on-line or through other means. Students had to write a maximum of seven pages on this review not including references. In order for students to practice writing reviews (this was the first time most students had done this) the following were provided.

· A document presented on Blackboard that explained how to write a review written by me. This contained specific advice (e.g. ‘identity the key claims the author is making’, ‘what evidence does the author present in support of these claims’, ‘do you think the evidence really supports the claims’ and so on).
· A collection of reviews for students to access, including some of my own.

· A Q&A blog on Blackboard where students could ask questions about the process of review writing to be answered by tutors.

· A Q&A lecture dedicated to the review close to assessment time, which provided the basis of an FAQ again on Blackboard.

· Students were given the opportunity to write a practice review on a paper unconnected with the assessment (‘On being sane in insane places’ by David Rosenhan). Students were asked to get into groups of four and each was assigned a wiki space on Blackboard.
· A guide on how to use wikis available on Blackboard.

Assessment
Four sources of information were used in order to assess the effectiveness of this intervention (1) participation rates and engagement in the wiki activity, (2) other observations (e.g. participation in Q&As, emails and the assessment lecture), (3) a questionnaire on the approach and (4) semi-structured interviews with some students who participated in the module. 
The questionnaire asked a number of questions asking (1) to what extent students participated in the wiki task, (2) reasons for using (or not using) this facility, (3) perceptions of the assessment, although this was available for all students on-line, only 38 students (out of a maximum of 220) completed the questionnaire. The questionnaire contained statements rated on a seven-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree)
Ten students participated in the interview which followed up some of the questions asked in the questionnaire.
The wiki task
Participation in the wiki task was disappointing given that it was specifically designed to increase participation rate and engagement by increasing the relevance of seminar activity to the assessment goals. There were 50 groups in total (therefore potentially 50 wiki reviews) yet only 19 groups completed anything like a proper review (all of which received feedback from tutors). Further, of these 19 only 10 groups revised their review and received a second round of feedback. Only 3 of these groups went through to a third round of feedback and none went to a fourth round (partly because assessment time was at this point imminent).
Table 1 summarises the responses given to why respondents did not participate or engage fully in the task.

	Statement
	Percentage respondents choosing this response as most important

	I didn’t see the task of a particularly high priority due to it not being assessed
	33%

	I had difficulty organising members of my group
	18%

	I didn’t want to place the review on a public forum where other students could read my work
	14%

	I had problems using the software
	11%

	Other (e.g. illness, work commitments, etc)
	24%


Table 1: percentage of respondents choosing each reason as the most important. 
Interviews generally confirmed these results. For example, interviewee 2 gave the following explanation.
“I know that you kept saying that it [the wiki task] was relevant to the coursework, and I’m sure it was. But, you know, the assessment seemed a long way away [from when they were supposed to be completing the wiki] and there was stuff that needed to be done at that time that was assessed. That stuff just took priority.”

Assessed activities, it seems, always take priority. Further, this indicates a well-understood psychological phenomenon called ‘future discounting’ (Frederick & Loewenstein & O'Donoghue, 2002): people value a reward less the further away in time it is. At the time students were supposed to be using the wiki the assessment was over two months away.
In terms of the second most popular answer interviewee 6 said the following.
“My group, I mean I know them all quite well, but they had stuff on at the time and getting them to actually do anything was quite difficult. I did write some stuff myself but when none of the others bothered I just gave up.”

On making the reviews available to other students, interviewee 1 had this to say. 

“There are people out there who do nothing. Some of them turn up to seminars and all they do is write down the answers that the tutor or other students give. Why should I put effort in in order for them to read what I’ve written.” [INTERVIEWER: do you object to sharing your work then?] “I don’t mind sharing with others if they share with me. Quite a few of us feel that we are being used by lecturers to teach other students, who just sit back and take without giving a thing. And they’ll probably get good degrees at the end of it.”
I explored the notion of exploitation by free riders in Reader (2007) which can undermine the whole idea of ‘communities of enquiry’. Unless some mechanism is employed to reduce students feeling that others are profiting at their expense, some students will simply refuse to cooperate. This is an important point. As educators we sometimes assume that collaboration and ideas sharing ‘just happen’ at our behest. These data suggest that full collaboration and sharing might need special conditions to work effectively, including some method for dealing with free riders whether they are real or perceived. One way this could be done is by marks being allocated to individual students partly based on how much they have contributed. This is comparatively easy using wiki technology where each person’s individual contribution to the document is recorded. Another way of doing this is to educate students in how to work in groups including delegation skills and how to deal with free riders. We might also permit students to levy sanctions of some kind against those who are perceived as not pulling their weight, although this does raise the possibility of undesirable conflict. Working in groups and dealing with the various problems of negotiation, delegation and free riding is in addition an important employability skill, and more attention should be devoted to encouraging students to work effectively in groups.
Finally many saw that wiki task as insufficient, 68% stated that they would have rather had face-to-face sessions as well (interviewee 3).

“I just didn’t feel supported. Abnormal psychology is really interesting and I really wanted to discuss some of these ideas with tutors. Discussing with other students is OK, but what do they know?”

As peer learning (Anderson & Boud, 1996) is becoming increasingly popular, but we must recognise that, as well as the problems of free riding and non-participation described above, there is also the problem of knowledge reliability. If a student perceives knowledge as being potentially unreliable – for example it came from another student – it could well lead to their paying it little heed. Alternatively, paying attention to incorrect information could have an even more deleterious effect to an individual’s learning. We in psychology – in common, no doubt, with many other departments – spend considerable time warning students about taking information posted on the Internet too seriously, while at the same time encouraging them to learn from each other! This is, of course, a misunderstanding of what peer learning is, but it is all too easy – as the above quotation demonstrates – for students to gain the impression that peer learning involves students acquiring imperfect content from each other rather than their learning the processes of negotiation, delegation, information search and so on. 
The assessment task
The assessment task was more successful, although not all students liked it; 66% of students said that they would have preferred an essay. However student approval is not the only measure of effectiveness, despite this relatively low rating the majority of students (71%) believed that they had learned more as a result of writing the review than they would have done had they been assessed by a standard essay. Interviewee 5 said the following.

It was difficult. But I think that at the end of it I really learned something. With essays you know what you’ve got to do, what you’ve got to read and so on. With this I felt a bit lost at times but I did feel I learned a lot as a result.
However, Interviewee 3 gave a different response.

“I hated it. It was really hard. I’ve never done this before and I didn’t know what I was doing most of the time. [INTERVIEWER: did you ask anyone for help?] Yeah and that was useful. But when you hand an essay in you kind of know what you’re going to get because you’ve done it before. With this I had no idea if it would even pass [it got a 2:1 in fact] which is stressful.”
The questionnaire confirmed this stress (78% said that they found it harder than if it had been an essay) as, perhaps, did attendance at the revision session. I have run these before and rarely get more than about 20 or 30 students from a cohort of this size (especially when, as this was, the session was organised at a non-standard time). In total around 130 students attended the revision session I met about 30 students for one-on-one discussions (when usually I get one or two students) and received over 120 emails concerning the assessment. Students, it seems, were out of their comfort zone. Of course merely making students feel uncomfortable about the assessment task should not be taken as necessarily positive, one can imagine all manner of unfamiliar and unpleasant forms of assessment that are pedagogically valueless, the point is whether it was a useful learning experience. Although there is no objective data to answer this question, as was noted above, the majority felt that they had learned more. Finally one might ask why the task was seen to be so difficult; what is the difference between writing a review and an essay? There seem to be at least two differences. First was the unfamiliarity of the format. Most Level 5 students have a clear idea of the structure required for an essay, but they are less clear about what goes into a review. Second, and perhaps more pedagogically meaningful, writing a review requires students to have an in-depth understanding of the paper and the literature that it builds upon. It might also require that they use citation searches to find subsequent articles that build up (or critique) the target article. In short, successful review writing requires that students engage with the ideas and arguments presented in academic texts. In contrast, when answering traditional essay questions students can frequently find potted summaries of theoretical positions and critiques relevant to the question in textbooks and on the World Wide Web which makes their task easier. The approach of writing reviews as an assessment activity is probably inappropriate at Level 4, but at Levels 5 and (especially) 6 it represents a useful pedagogical tool to both assess knowledge and develop the critical faculties necessary for employment and future study.
Discussion
Participation is compromised by perceived value of the task.
We tried to add value to the wiki task my making its completion conspicuously support the assessment task. To a large extent the low participation rates indicates a partial failure in this goal. An obvious solution to this problem is to assess the wiki task, but do we want to go down the road of assessing everything with the concomitant increase in workload on students and staff alike. On the other hand, shouldn’t good work be rewarded?
Don’t overestimate the technical knowledge of the “internet generation”
It was surprising how few students knew what a wiki was. Most had heard of and used Wikipedia, but didn’t realise that a wiki is a collaborative, editable web document. There were some problems familiarising students with the software. In retrospect face to face sessions teaching students how to use the software might have been beneficial.

Information sharing and other cooperative transactions are not always easy to foster
Educationalists sometimes seem the think that students will simply work with other students and share their ideas and research at the behest of the educator. The results from this study (and others see Reader, 2007) suggest that this might not be the case. If students believe that others are profiting by their hard work then they might not participate or keep their best ideas to themselves. Solving this problem is not easy. Research suggests that assigning each individual with a clearer role within the wiki task might have helped (Kraut, 2003). An easier way of solving this might have been for wikis to be populated by individuals not groups and for these to be private to the creator and tutor rather than available to everyone. The problem here is that 220 individual wikis would have been unmanageable and that it removes one of the points of the exercise: that people can learn from each other.
From this perspective the idea of a community of enquiry in education might be somewhat idealistic if some students conspicuously fail to pull their weight. It might be possible, but it would require special conditions to be present if all students contribute equally and maximally. 
Does it matter that students hated the coursework?

My perception was that the coursework was beneficial to the students as it made them think more deeply about the subject matter than simply writing an essay – many of which can be quite superficial. Although students thought they learned from this task, many of them disliked it (see above). Personally I would rather a learning exercise be beneficial rather than popular, but maybe if the assessment task had been differently supported it might have been beneficial and more popular.
Blackboard’s tools could be better

Blackboard’s wiki tool has much of the functionality that you would expect from this type of software but accessing the wiki isn’t straightforward. If a student wants to check whether another student has contributed to their joint wiki, or wants to check whether a tutor has commented he or she needs to go through a time consuming and effortful process. They must log onto Blackboard (which can take some time), access the appropriate module, click on the wiki tool, click on their seminar group and then click on their individual group. At busy times this can take over a minute. After a few checks to find that no-one has contributed, it would not be surprising if students stopped checking. In short access needs to be faster with, ideally, the students being informed – either by email, RSS or other facility – that someone has contributed. The Blackboard wiki tool also doesn’t support discussion. There are discussion lists but these are located elsewhere in the Blackboard environment meaning more mouseclicks and more wasted time as the user navigates from wiki to discussion tool and back. The interface of Wikipedia is more conducive to supporting discussion as to what should, and shouldn’t, be included in the wiki itself. One can flip from the emerging wiki document to the discussion simply by a single mouse-click on the tabs at the top of the page. An educational tool such as the open source Elgg permits users to engage more easily in collaborative discussion while creating a wiki, it also contains other Web 2.0 facilities such as the ability to add and communicate with ‘friends’, better integration of other media within the wiki (such as video and audio) and other facilities such as instant messaging, document sharing and so on.
Conclusions: lessons learned
As I mentioned above, I have deliberately shied away from trying to define autonomy in any concrete way, rather I have considered what psychology students should be able to do and what kinds of activities might support them in this goal. I have one further reflection on autonomy and it is that the word seems to evoke a mental image of someone doing something on their own. It should not be overlooked, however, that part of being autonomous is to work successfully as part of a group, to be driven by others when necessary but also to reflect upon your particular role within the group, the direction in which the group is heading and the contributions of the other members. Part of the message of this article is that we need to explore ways in which collaboration and cooperation among learners can be facilitated so that the students can reap the benefits of group work and appreciate its importance both in terms of discipline-specific knowledge and the generic skills seen as so important by potential employers.
References
Anderson, G. & Boud, D. (1996). Extending the role of peer learning in university courses. Research and Development in Higher Education, 19, pp. 15-19.

Benson, P. & Voller, P. (1997). Autonomy and Independence in Language Learning. London: Longman. 

Brookfield, S. (1987). Developing critical thinkers: challenging adults to explore 
alternative ways of thinking and acting. San Francisco: Jossey Bass
Buysse, V., Sparkman, K. L., & Wesley, P. W. (2003). Communities of practice: Connecting what we know with what we do. Exceptional Children, 69(3), 263-277.

Dennett, D.C. (2000). Making tools for thinking. In D. Sperber, (Ed.). Metarepresentations: A Multidisciplinary Perspective. Oxford University Press, USA. 

Frederick, S., Loewenstein, G., & O'Donoghue, T. (2002). Time discounting and time preference a critical review. Journal of Economic Literature, XL, 351-401.
Kraut, R.E. (2003). Applying social psychological theory to the problems of group work. In J. Carroll (Ed.). HCI Models, Theories and Frameworks: Toward A Multidisciplinary Science (p. 325-356). New York: Morgan Kaufman.
Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press

Metcalfe, J. (2002). Is study time allocated selectively to a region of proximal learning? Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 131(3) 349-363.

Reader, W.R., & Payne, S.J. (2007). Allocating time across multiple texts: Sampling and satisficing. Human Computer Interaction, 22(3), 263-298. 

Scardamalia, M., & Bereiter, C. (1994). Computer support for knowledge-building communities. The Journal of the Learning Sciences, 3(3), 265-283.

Schon, D. A. (1983). The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action. Basic Books. 

Schon, D. A. (1987). Educating the Reflective Practitioner: Toward a New Design for Teaching and Learning in the Professions. Jossey-Bass. 

Son, L. K., & Metcalfe, J. (2000). Metacognitive and control strategies in study-time allocation. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning Memory and Cognition, 26(1), 204-221.

Thiede, K. W., & Dunlosky, J. (1999). Toward a general model of self-regulated study: An analysis of selection of items for study and self-paced study time. Journal of Experimental Psychology-Learning: Memory and Cognition, 25(4), 1024-1037.

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of Practice. Learning as a social system, Systems Thinker,  http://www.co-i-l.com/coil/knowledge-garden/cop/lss.shtml. Accessed April 22, 2007.

