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Collaborative Projects Using Wikis

Simon Kemp
School of Civil Engineering and the Environment
The Postgraduate course ENVS6011 Environmental Management Systems requires students to work in groups to develop an environmental management manual for a real company. The manuals must meet the ISO14001 standard and the company will select and implement the best one, so the task is authentic, challenging and involves an element of competition between the groups.
The tutor set up a Blackboard Group for each of the five groups of six students. Each group therefore had a private online area which only they and the tutor could access, with group email, shared filestore, a group blog and a group wiki.
A blog is simply a web page with a list of messages (posts) in date order, with the most recent at the top. Students can add a new message or comment on an existing message using tools built into the web page. A wiki is a collaborative website which can be edited by all members of the group; they can add, change, delete and move information. Again, the editing tools are built into the web page, so no special software is required – just a standard web browser.
Some groups used their blog to organise meetings, but generally the students preferred to use familiar tools such as email, phone or text messaging. The face-to-face meetings were the primary means of organising the project and making decisions, with online communications in a supporting role. 
There was no compulsion to use the wiki, and no formal training was provided, but after some initial worries the students soon realised the power of this collaborative tool to manage projects and used it to assemble, organise, collate and edit material for their manual. Each week the students had two double lectures; in the first the tutor provided an introduction to the theory and legislation for one section of the manual, and in the second lecture the students used the wiki to show the tutor how the data they had gathered related to the topic of the first lecture. In this way the tutor was able to help the groups structure their work, check on progress and offer feedback.
Early in the course, the students took a field trip to see the company ‘in action’ and to gather data about the environmental impact of the its activities. They could also submit detailed questions to the company through their tutor, who collated these to minimise the workload on the company’s staff. The answers were posted by the tutor on the groups’ blogs – this also ensured that each group got the same answer to a particular question and that they only saw answers to questions they had asked. 
The groups used their wiki to prepare the final version of their manual, which was formatted in Word, printed and submitted for assessment. Copies of all the manuals were sent to the company, who chose a winner and presented an award at a ceremony that was covered by the local press. The company is using the winning manual to seek ISO14001 accreditation, which really emphasises the authentic nature of this project and underpinned the motivation, enthusiasm and engagement of the students with the task.
The tutor also uses wikis in other courses:
ENVS6014 Environmental Auditing is a follow-up to ENVS6011 in which pairs of students are placed in companies to help them develop environmental audits. The students have already learned how to use the wiki to manage large volumes of data and complex information structures. The online wiki also enables the tutor to monitor progress as the students work towards the final report.

ENVS2004 and ENVS6020 Environmental Law and Policy are undergraduate and postgraduate versions of a course that requires students to work in groups to develop a legal register and then give a presentation about it. 60% of the assessment marks are for the wiki work and 40% for the presentation. In previous years, students shared information through face-to-face meetings and endless emails. The tutor feels that the wiki enables the students to do more individual work and produce a better quality final result.
In the undergraduate version of the course, students work in groups of three. They sign up to a list on Blackboard of 18 pieces of legislation on a first-come, first-served basis. In previous years they had to submit a summary document covering the key points of the legislation. The tutor uses the automated start and end dates in Blackboard to give each group exactly two weeks to create a wiki page about it and then present it in class to the rest of the cohort. Each week there are two or three group presentations, and their wikis become available as a resource to all. Assessment is based on the breadth, accuracy and usability of the content as well as the quality of the presentation. The marks for all groups are only released at the end of the course.
Two screenshots showing an example of a group wiki from ENVS6011 – note the link to the finished manual, to-do list and ‘work in progress’ notes.
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This second screenshot shows documents and feedback relating to a topic area (Internal Auditing), plus questions submitted to the “client” and responses received. It is clear how the wiki is being used to manage the project and organise information.
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