’ l *echnology is becoming more and more accessthle, resubting
in an increase in the mumber of courses taught using distance

technologies. Many institutions are jumping on the bandwagon and
expecting language courses to follow, along with other disciplines.

As described in D’Antonis The Virtual University, distance
tearning is no longer just for outreach and centinuing-educa-,
tion. Instead, it is becoming mainstream, with studernts expecting
anytime-anywhers opportunities to learn everything.

The difficulty with language courses in a distance learning set-
ting is developing a communicative language learning environment
where students have ample opportunities 1o use language to tatk
about themselves with their peers. This personalization process not
cnly teaches students w use language but alse helps build a strong
community ameng learners not always found in iraditional lecture
courses. While lectures are easily adapted to distance learning, com-
municative language courses are not. Given the challenges of develop-
ing language proficiency and creating community between learners in
distance learning environments, both the instructor and the student
need ways to communicate more regularly, personalizing the language
learned in order to become more familiar with each other. In our ex-
perience, both with distance learning and traditionally taught students
in Japanese classes, wiki use can help accomplish these tasks.

What Is a Wiki?

Wiki is a collaborative website on which one can post texts and
digitized media and edit their own work and that of others. Cne
of the best known wikis is Wikipedia (www.wikipedia.org). These
sites can be open to the public or set up with login access privi-
leges only. Requiring login access protects students from owtsiders
altering their content yet allows for students in a given class to
work collaboratively, This online communication tool, wiki, pro-
vides opportunities for self and peer correction and students can
spend time reflecting on their writing and that of their classmates.
The login access also makes available the history of a document,
identifying/iracking which students contribute to the writing pro-
cess, and indicating exactly what contributions are made.

The University of Wisconsin Collaborative Language Program
(CL.P) is a hybrid distance learning program for languages that
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couples interactive two-way videoconferencing {ITV) with a variety
of desktop technologies, one of these being a wiki. Students given
wiki assignments have more opportunities to interact in the target
language with one another than is typical of students who are
restricted to communication during class meetings and working
independently owside of class. In addition, the use of wikis is an
excellent way {or students to build a stronger sense of community
and Lo become more deeply acquainted with their classmates and
overseas partners. That said, wikis need not be resiricted only to
distance learners and in fact, our second year traditionally taught
students at the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater (UWW) are
also engaged in wiki activities.

Our Students and Their Capabilities

CLP students in first vear Japanese meet four times per week in an
ITV classroom. UWW students in second year Japanese also meet
four times a week, but they learn in a traditional setting. Each
semester, students complete 60 hours of instruction. Choosing

1o use wikis as a way of communicaring outside of class extends
interaction in Japanese beyond the classroom. Students are able

to easily—without knowledge of HTML or other coding— read
and contribute to their group wiki pages, including adding photos
and media. They are now writing for a larger audience than just
the teacher. CLP wiki assignments encourage process writing as
students may return to what they have written and add more or
change content at anytime. Peer correction is also 2 built-in part of
the process. The initial objectives for the Japanese course wiki in-
ciude: using the target language to share ideas/opinions and to ask
guestions; creating a sense of community among classmates; and
becoming familiar with aspects of Japanese culture. Yet we have
found that while these objectives have indeed been met, students
have done a grear deal more than anticipated with this wool.

The Process

At the beginning of the semester the instructor introduces the first
wiki assignraent and explains what a wiki is, its implementation,
the collaberative goal, and grading criteria for the assignmen:. For
assessing the quality of student written communication and col-

THE LANGUAGE EDUCATOR = NOVEMSBER 2007




laberative efforts, a rubric is used and provided to students when
the acriviry is assigned. [You can find the rubric online at www.acifl.
org. Click on “See It In The Language Educator?'] Before the first wiki
“Sell-Intreduction” assignment, the instructor provides examples of
posting texts into the class wiki by introducing herself. Students’ and
instructor’ digital picrures are uploaded into the wiki files area. The
use of pictures personalizes the information and also helps distance
students recognize and connect with their classmates during class
sessions. Students are given step-hy-step instructions for the process
of typing i Japanese and an editing guide specific io typing in a wiki.

Studeénts are then divided into small groups of four to five and
wiki postings are assigned. Grouping
students for each assignment helps
to focus their interaction and reading
within a smaller contest. Students re-
spend to the wiki assignments which
are made up of three postings: (1) stu-
derits pest personal information in re-
spense to a set of questions related to
the theme being studied; (2) students
read their own groups first postings
and ask three to five questions related
to their classmates’ information. {In
addition, students read postings from
another group and highlight three
ertors.]; and (3) students respond to
the questions their classmates asked
in the second posting and correct the
errors that are highlighted. Since stu-
dents are reading postings both from
their own group and another group,
they get to know more students in
class than if they are only focused on
their own group.

Peer correction is an important part of the writing process
incorporated in all wiki assignments. Stadents highlight errors and
type their initials next to the highlighted text. The original author
needs to correct the errors their classmates find and is able o edit
and refine his or her work throughout the semester. The history
feature in the wik: can also be used o monitor what changes are
made when and by whom.

The Elements of a “Good”

Wiki Assignment

Thematic wiki activities are created to promote student written
communication that integrates with the units studied and develops
interpersonal communication skilis. These assignments replace
compositions so students are still writing as much as they would
in a traditional setting. The added benefits of wiki assignments
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Kasum/ Kato teaching her second year Joponese students at
UW-Whitewater in the distance learning lab. The students on
the TV are from UW-Platteville.
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over a composition are that students are mteracting with one

another (as their audience is the entire class—not just the teacher)

and students are writing more often on & more regular basis than

a typical composition assignment would require, Using a wiki,

which is acoessible at any time by both instructors and studenis,

allows [or and enceurages continued refinement of one’s writing
and discussion of content. Just as students learn more if they study
daily than if they cram right before a test, the process of writing
gets easier the more they actually write,

Aspects of scund pedagogy In greup work and process writing are
the same as those that apply to developing good wild assignments:
(1)Make sure to provide a context

that engages a reason for content

o be written, not spoken.

Adjust the context of the as-

signment accordingly (i.e., there

is nio reason to write a phone
conversation).

{2)Engage students in topics with
which they can make a personal
COTIECLioN.

(3)Provide students with a rubric
clearly describing the expecta-
tions of the assignment.

{4} Assign students to groups of
four to five participanis. Fach
group should have its own wiki
page.

(5)Provide clear instructions and
due dates for each stage of the
Process.

Furthermore, it is important
that students know that wiki as-
signments replace other composi-
tion assignments and are therefore not adding work for them (or
for the instructor). Wiki assignments provide opportunities for
students to be writing and reading throughout the semester rather
than focusing on those skills during designated periods of time.

What We Learned

Students’ perception of language development and attitude to-
wards the use of wikis are measured with both formal assessments
and through student surveys. An analysis of the content students
wrote in the wiki and the final exam proved te have some interest-
ing results. Additionally, students completed a survey inquiring
about (1) their understanding of the concepts covered and how
effective wiki assignments are {or learning Japanese; (23 how well
they know their classmates as a result of the class wiki; and {3)
how easy it is to edit and post content. The survey results also
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Looking for wikis free to download
and host on your own server?

MediaWiki: www.mediawiki.org
Xwiki: www.xwiki.org '

Wikis where content is hosted
on someone else’s server:

© 1, T 'WikiSpaces: www, wikispaces.com
. Wetpaint: www.wetpaint.com

included student feedback on their likes and dislikes with respect
1o wiki activities.

Perhaps most intriguing with respect to language development
is the correlation between what students write and read in the
class wiki and the content they use in their final exams. Some stu-
dents’ final exam essays appear to be an expansion of content writ-
ten in the class wild. That is to say, in the final exam composition,
students cover additional topics and write more in depth about the
topics that are addressed more briefly in their wiki assignments.
Cther students also demonstrate a refinement of the conteny writ-
ter in the wiki. Their final exams cover some of the same topics
but students use more complex language and structures than used
in the wiki. From these results, we believe that the wiki assign-
ments are preparing students well for final wminé a5sESSIIents
and also play a key role in demonstrating student development
as they move through the language learning levels. Observations
from other Japanese instructors not using wikis indicate that there
is an Increase in writing proficiency demonstrated by the students
in courses using wikis.

Students point cut that wiki assignments allow them 1o ap-
ply what they are learning in creative and personal ways. With
students not all being ai the same location, one student states that
the wiki assignments “prometed communication between the twe
sites” while another states that they “provided a good opportunity
to learn from other students’ progress.” These commenits iHlusirate
that student interaction includes both sharing with and learning
from each other. Students also use the wiki to initiate their own
discussions of topics that are of interest to them. Topics include
suggestions for how best to learn and study Japanese and cultural
aspects such as musie, food, and animé. This area, while primar-
ily written in English, is completely student directed and includes
research they choose to do independently on aspects of culrare.
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In a more directed model, students may be given topical head-
ings and can choose to do research on the topics of interest to
them. The amount of information and media students find to share
with their classmates is extraordinary. These discussions, which
occur only hecause of the class wiki, also provide a window for the
instructor into the world of her students, including their concerns
abour and motivarion for learning Japanese. The ease of editing .
allows students to link to web pages and add media to their pages
making for rich cuitural discussions,

The complaints focus mostiy on students who do not com-
plete their assignments in a timely manner thus preventing other
studenis from commenting as required. Some students without
the ability to type in Japanese on their personal machines or in all
campus labs, alsc reported that accessibility is a problem.

Recommendations and Remaining Questions
While the distance learning classroom may pose some difficulties
in developing a collaborative learning environment across sites,
our experience shows that it is possible to bridge the sites and that
outside of class sessions, students can collaborate through a per-
somalized writing process, interacting with one another by using
the language learned in class.

Owverall, using wikis in language learning can be extremely ben-
eficial. Students are given authentic and personalized wiiting rasks
for real audiences. Students are learning from each other through
all parts of the collaborative writing process and srudent-inttiated
discussions. Cur goal of building a stronger community of learners
is largely being met with the use of this tool.

While our case study clearly indicates the advantages of wikis
in language learning with particular focus on the benefits of writ-

g it is unclear the extent

ten proficiency and cormmunity building,

tc which the wiki assignments have an impact on student oral
proficiency assessments. Sirce the wiki assignments are not given in
isolation but rather in the context of the themes students are study-
ing, it is not possible to isolate the content and determine the direct
impact on speaking. That said, students are addressing topics they
have written about in the wiki during their oral proficiency exams.
Student oral interviews are given in pairs and many of the guestions
that are in the wiki writings are the same as those used by students
during oral interviews. Some students during oral assessments speak
more accurately and with appropriate register—a level of connmani-
cation not seen in the wiki assignment earlier i the semester. This
suggests that future research as to the effects of wiki use on spoken
language proficiency would be advantageous.

Kasumi Kato is ¢ Japanese lecturer ot the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater.
Lauren Rosen is the director of the Colloborative Longuage Frogram for the
University of Wiscorisin System.
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