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Using wikis to support a field trip
Dr Joel Parker
School of Biological Sciences
In the second week of the course BIOL1004 Patterns of Life students take a field trip to Marwell Zoo to observe the animals. The aim is for them to work in small groups and:
1. Travel around the zoo to four locations where they get a ‘passport’ stamped by a student demonstrator – this is to ensure they visit all areas of the zoo and enables the demonstrators to answer any questions they may have.
2. Make observations on 40 species – record their names, Latin names and characteristics in a notebook. They are encouraged to take photos for later reference. Time is short so group members need to collaborate and observe different species at the same time.
Back at the University, they work individually or in teams, as they choose, to organise all the species they observed into a coherent classification system called a ‘dichotomous key’. This poses a series of yes/no questions such as “does it have a backbone?”, “does it lay eggs?” or “does it fly?”. Answering these questions leads down a branching path to identify a unique species, such as ‘Humboldt Penguin”.
For many species, students would need to discover characteristics that are not visible in a zoo situation, such as dentition or bone structure. They were expected to carry out further research, in books or online, to enable them to use their key to uniquely identify each species. They needed to cite all of their research sources.
In the past, students submitted their key on paper, but this year Joel thought he would experiment by allowing them the option of submitting it as a wiki.  A wiki is a set of linked web pages – so for example a page might have the text “does it fly?” where clicking ‘yes’ takes you to a page with a further question “does it have talons?” and clicking ‘no’ takes you to a page  about the Humboldt Penguin. 
The new Blackboard wiki tool makes it easy to create these pages and links without any special skills or software, and those students who chose this option had no technical problems. They could only see their own wiki, so could not copy ideas from each other. Many of the individuals and groups put a great deal of effort into their wikis, including photos they had taken and links to relevant web pages. A few misunderstood the nature of a dichotomous key, in spite of detailed guidance and an example wiki provided by Joel.

It was only at the assessment stage that Joel discovered how hard it was to assess each wiki – the only way to check they worked was to follow ALL the links. In the end he just sampled each wiki, following a few paths to their conclusion. By contrast, keys drawn on paper are easy to assess at a glance.
In conclusion, wikis are an excellent tool to create a dichotomous key – they are easy to edit and add to, enable groups to collaborate on their creation and can include all kinds of rich media. Unfortunately they are problematic to assess, so are probably not the right choice for this task.
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