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Building a learning community 

Northumberland College

What is a wiki? 

A wiki is a series of web pages which users can add to or edit via any internet browser. Wikis used for collaborative activities can be password protected to restrict entry to members of an online community, and can include a discussion forum and facilities for user tracking and access controls. 
What is a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE)?
A Virtual Learning Environment or VLE is an online system comprising a range of tools to support learning and the management of learning. For example, VLEs provide online access to learning resources and support peer-to-peer and learner-to-tutor communication.
Background

Northumberland College offers a two-year foundation degree in hairdressing and salon management in partnership with the University of Derby. The course covers the wide range of skills required to run a modern professional hairdressing salon. On completion, learners can progress to a further year of study to gain a BA (Hons) degree in hairdressing and salon management delivered online by the University of Derby. 

The course attracts entrants, including salon owners as well as employees, from across a wide geographical area. Those enrolling will have attained the equivalent of an NVQ Level 3 in hairdressing, and are likely to be mature learners between 25 and 50 years of age, who combine their studies with working in the industry. 

One module of the foundation degree programme is the Historical Images module. Assessed solely by coursework, this module requires learners to undertake independent research into the hairstyles and hairdressing techniques of a particular period before creating a ‘total look’ from the chosen era, including hair, make-up, clothing and accessories. 

Challenge

Learners studying at a distance from each other and their tutor have fewer opportunities to form a learning community that will sustain them through the highs and lows of their studies. Since the hairdressing learners come from a wide geographical area and combine study with work, some may have difficulty in attending face-to-face classes. The importance for these learners of flexible access to learning resources is matched by the high value of belonging to a learning community – support from peers and tutors is vital to sustain learners if they miss sessions in college as a result of work commitments. 

Transforming practice

Theresa Thornton, e-learning champion at Northumberland College, first trialled the use of wikis with learners on a Level 1 certificate in salon services in 2007. These 14- to 16-year-old learners attend college on day release from a local school, attending theory classes and developing portfolios of assignments during time set aside for independent study. Over the two-year course, learners complete seven assignments largely in their own time; during the production of these, a wiki has enabled learners to maintain contact with each other and their tutor wherever they are – whether at home, school or college. From the learners’ point of view, their work is stored in one convenient online space and can never be forgotten or mislaid. From the tutor’s point of view, it is easier to verify how each learner’s work was achieved, since a contribution to a wiki triggers an email alert that gives the name of the contributor and the time and date of the posting. 

The successful trial with younger learners prompted Theresa to introduce wikis in the Historical Images module of the foundation degree course. Again, learners attend classes only for one full day a week. Taught sessions in the morning are followed by independent research in the afternoon and group project work during the twilight session. Learning at other times is supported by email and online resources, for example, presentations of theoretical content and links to external resources on the college’s VLE, Learnwise.

Theresa organises one introductory session to explain the role of the wiki to the foundation degree learners and sets up pages offering essential course information followed by individual web pages for each learner’s coursework. Learners are able to view each other’s pages and are encouraged to do so, although commenting on each other’s progress occurs within a separate discussion forum. 

e-Learning advantage

Now that more learners are familiar with using the internet, wikis offer one option for supporting learning beyond the classroom. Wikis have the added advantage of being custom built and so suit the needs of discrete groups; as a result, they are more readily ‘owned’ by learners and may even be set up by learners to support their own collaborative activity. 
In this example, a separate wiki tool (PBwiki) is used alongside the VLE to support the coursework module on a foundation degree programme, each tool having a slightly different purpose: the VLE carries static resources relating to the whole course and is used most heavily during revision periods, while the wiki supports module-related activity such as the development of coursework and the dynamic exchange of ideas. The community that develops on the wiki discussion forum provides vital peer-to-peer support – learners post research findings that might be of interest to other members of the community as well as comment on their own progress, thus helping to build the knowledge of the whole community. When a comment is added to the discussion forum, wiki members receive an email alert. This simple reminder that learners are part of a collaborative team adds to the powerful sense of community generated by the wiki: 

‘You can see learners moving to support someone who had been absent with suggestions and general advice. I don’t think they did that in the same way before we introduced the wikis... One learner always had to work on the day of the face-to-face classes. While she could access the presentations of theory she had missed on the VLE, it was only once the wiki had started that she said she actually felt part of the group.’ Theresa Thornton, e-learning champion, Northumberland College
Log-on data reveal how the wiki fits into learners’ lifestyles – learners frequently access the wiki in the evening and at weekends, and their contributions include a high proportion of the personal and anecdotal exchanges that campus-based learners would normally share in cafés and social spaces:

‘Hi everyone i have changed my mind lots of times, first i was going to study the 70’s Charlies Angels look and incorperate punk, but ive become hooked on looking at all the styles and history thats related and im intrigued by how women reinvented themselves after the war and their need to be glamourous (its late hence the spelling)...so im going to study the 50’s.’
‘By the way folks, in case anyone’s interested just thought I’d share this with you....it’s an early Egyptian remedy for baldness...’  
Apart from community building, a further benefit from the wiki derives from changes to the pattern of learning. Tutors set up resources at the start of the week to prepare for activities during the face-to-face session. A large percentage of the learners log on to the wiki the night before the face-to-face session, if not early the same morning, to get prepared. Accessing resources in advance enables learners to take a more active role within a session, and the log-on data from the wiki indicates that more learners are finding this benefit of their own accord. Discussions started in class are also more likely to continue on the wiki during the intervening weekdays, providing evidence of more active learning directly attributable to the wiki:

‘When we delivered course content “cold”, it would be two or three days before learners felt able to ask questions, and then only the more confident learners would do so. The wiki is not just a means of working collaboratively – it has also altered the way they learn.’ Theresa Thornton, e-learning champion, Northumberland College
Tutor involvement is key to a successful wiki, particularly while the community’s ground rules are being established. Theresa adds her own profile to the wiki to situate herself within the wiki community: ‘Then they [the learners] can see the human side of you.’ Theresa’s comments within the wiki provide direction as well as encouragement, for example: ‘Hello, everyone. It’s great to see how much you are all sharing your information and interesting facts. We have got an excellent example of peer support going on... Well done!! I love visiting this discussion forum to see what you have all been up to. Don’t forget to state the time you add to the discussion forum.’ Theresa also communicates outside the wiki when necessary, using email for more personal interactions – for example, when offering additional unseen support to a learner experiencing difficulties. 
Evaluation shows that the foundation degree learners were comfortable with using different tools for different purposes, but some found the wiki simpler and faster to use than the VLE, because it involves ‘fewer clicks to get to what you want’. 
Lessons learnt

· Levels of confidence with IT vary widely, so any online tool used on the course needs to be easily grasped. Learners have recorded very few technical issues with the use of the wiki, which, because it is accessed over the web, can continue to be used even when the college system goes down.

· There has been little or no evidence of a digital divide affecting learners’ ability to access the wiki outside college. Home access to the internet is increasing year on year, and learners without a computer in the home are able to work in community venues such as public libraries: ‘In practice, I have never found anyone yet who has not been able to access the wiki by these means.’ Theresa Thornton, e-learning champion, Northumberland College
· Privacy is taken seriously. Learners are advised against adding personal details or home addresses.

· As yet, learners on the foundation degree have been unable to submit their work on the wiki for assessment as part of an electronic portfolio. The use of wikis for building e-portfolios of evidence for assessment is not widely recognised by awarding bodies or university examination officers, despite the opportunity to verify the work of each learner through dated email alerts. 
Key points for effective practice
· A wiki can establish a sense of community and task ownership. The usefulness of sharing ideas on a wiki increases if the tutor contributes but avoids taking charge. 

· Clear directions are needed for learners about the security of content hosted outside the institutional VLE.

· Tutors need to make timely comments, which means checking the wiki discussion forum regularly: ‘Learners learn from your comments to other learners, but it is really vital to respond promptly, and this will almost certainly mean keeping an eye on the wiki at weekends and during evenings. If you are 9–5 in your approach, it is not as good.’ Theresa Thornton, e-learning champion, Northumberland College
· Levels of confidence in and access to IT can vary, so the choice of technologies should take into account learners’ lifestyles and learning preferences. In this instance, learners found no difficulty in using both a wiki tool and a VLE for different purposes, but some learners may find it cumbersome to access more than one password-protected online environment – a single log-in is usually preferable.
Learners’ perspectives

‘Being able to access the wiki at any time of day is imperative, as most of us use our computers at anti-social times! Thanx for being great mates everyone!’ Louise, foundation degree learner, Northumberland College

Future developments

Experience gained in peer-supported learning in a wiki-based community is now being applied to the postgraduate certificate in education (PGCE) programme at Northumberland College: the second year of the PGCE course will use a wiki to undertake group research into educational policies and to make peer-to-peer presentations. 

In 2008–09, Northumberland College adopted Blackboard and links will be made from the new VLE to the wikis already in existence.
Further reading

Minocha, S. (2009) A Study on the Effective Use of Social Software by Further and Higher Education in the UK to Support Student Learning and Engagement, JISC – www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/projects/socialsoftware08
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