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From I to We: Student Perceptions of MOO and Wiki-based Collaborative Writing (1)
Background: (2)
Last winter quarter, John and I developed a group writing assignment based on students using a pbwiki (“Make a free, password-protected wiki as easily as a peanut butter sandwich”) as an environment for collaboration.  We both taught junior level composition classes (Rhetoric and Writing II), based on technology, using Vitanaza’s abridged CyberReader. I taught my class in a computer classroom, John did not. The project was carefully designed in such a way that students would work on it for about an hour or two per week during the quarter. The final project would be turned in during exams week and count towards their grades. In addition to collaborating on various components of the writing project, which consisted of a critical introduction to a pop-culture phenomenon and a short annotated review of links related to that topic, students were also required to perform peer critiques in the wiki medium and on the MOO. Our data collection consisted of a short pre-study survey regarding technology, in-class bi-weekly freewrites based on various prompts connected to coursework and the project’s questions, and a few short end-of-the-quarter freewrites focusing on students’ experiences with technology in the course and their group projects. In addition, John and I wrote our own freewrites and met weekly to discuss our experiences with the research, our classes, and preparation for this conference.
Our original objectives: (3)
· We looked at how students felt about their collaborative experience as it related to MOO and wiki technologies.

· We were interested in the intersections between individual and group writing and the technologies that students employ individually (e.g. Word) and as part of a group (MOOs and wikis).

The Binaries: (4)
When I reviewed the data, I noticed a few binaries that seemed to characterize the anxieties that the technology evoked. In my presentation, I’m going to focus on four binary oppositions: Difficulty vs. ease, the group vs. the individual, virtual vs. physical bodies, and chaos vs. control. If you suspect other issues may have been involved, especially as you consider some of the student writing that I present, feel free to share them with us. 
Difficulty vs. Ease (5)
Let’s start with a few student quotes you might expect from a class that incorporates unfamiliar technologies:

“Computer technology might have hindered the project, because not everyone was as computer literate as [everyone else].”

“Technology helped the project…but in a way I think it hindered us because it was something new to us and was confusing to work at first.”
“I guess the only troubling part, if I had to choose one, would be the learning of the new technology that we used in the process of writing the paper.”

I was surprised at the clean split between haves and have-nots in terms of computer literacy, perceptions of ease, and, ultimately, positive attitudes towards the wiki. That is, those who felt more confident with their computer skills viewed the wiki application as ‘easy’ and were able to get more out of it as a space for collaboration. 

But, this is just common sense, right? Facility with computers can make computer literacy transparent. Students who could easily figure out how to use wikis took those skills for granted in terms of their characterization of the medium as “easy to use.” For example, one student put it, “The easy-to-use setup and interface of the pbwiki was […] key, since some of the members of my group are not so fluent with wiki use.” Another wrote, “the format of the wiki was very easy to understand, so setting up our own wiki and maintaining it was no trouble at all.” This perception is a far cry from that of those, probably about 3/4th of the class, for whom the wiki was not so easy. 

Although common sense, perhaps teachers need to consider this as they balance presenting new technologies as “easy as making a peanut butter sandwich.” Making a peanut butter sandwich is quite easy, for those of us with an understanding of jars, knives, slices of bread, spreading a substance, and so on. I guess I just want to point out that some of the differences in terms of these technologies are not as intuitive as we sandwich artists make them out to be. 
The most encouraging response was:
 “The most satisfying part of this group project was being able to learn a new technique of writing […] the most difficult task associated with the paper was [learning to use the technology]. This took time and was at first confusing to group members. Though once this was mastered, it made the writing process easier and more accessible.” This presents a more complete picture of instruction with new technology…as a learning curve or a process, rather than a static image. This student did not shut down in reaction to the new environment.
In addition, some students threw their hands up in dismissal and offered other technological options which they thought might be more useful for the project:
“[it] worked for us most of the time, although I think email would have been just as easy.”
“using a joint blog account might have been easier”

While these mediums could be, indeed, more easy areas for collaboration, are they better in terms of the kind of collaboration we were interested in exploring? These kinds of suggestions may reflect the users’ confidence towards their operation in those environments.

Group vs. Individual (6)
One of our guiding questions was concerned with how a group writing project intersects with personal writing or if students are conscious of how it might. Based on Vielstimmig’s interesting conceptualization of collaboration, in “Petals on a Wet Black Bough,” (2 writers with a single, although polyvocal, persona that integrates other voices, as well), the wiki seems to offer a site for a different kind of collaboration than we are accustomed to.
The data shows, though, that students still felt that group writing and individual writing were two separate processes with very little overlap. One common belief was, 
“With the group paper, it’s just hard to combine everyone’s ideas into the paper because you need to include everyone in there.”
There seems to be a conceptualization of the group project as all encompassing, rather than a process of negotiation. The group paper is viewed as inclusive rather than refined.
We read and talked about Vielstimmig as a class and practiced the New Essay as a style in our individual papers (an ironic categorization considering Vielstimmig’s argument). While Vielstimmig called for a new essay that exposed the fissures and gaps in the presentation of the illusion of a single author, students, when given the opportunity to make their own stylistic decisions, still attempted a unified voice. They wrote, “the wiki truly facilitated a paper written by a group that appeared to be written by one individual.” 
In addition, in my class, for the students’ individual papers we operated in a workshop manner. Each student had to bring in one draft during the quarter which the entire class read and verbally responded to. I thought that students might make the link between group and self as a result of this exercise, but one student wrote: 

the thing that is different with the workshop where everyone is sharing their ideas is that you have the option to include them because they are just suggestions. It’s just something to give some more direction and help you see something from another’s perspective. Maybe something you thought made sense didn’t make sense to everyone else so you could correct that. 

Another student wrote,
If I know that other people are going to read my writing, then I become more self conscious about what I am saying and how I say it. After the critiques it is almost as if the entire class is helping you write your paper. The comments and suggestions may not fit with the ideas of the writer, but may be incorporated nonetheless”

While the student doesn’t mention the wiki in this quote, it may imply that workshopping feels like a more public space for writing, perhaps because of the vocality and corporeality associated with it.
A final encapsulating view is:
The two papers that are being written in this class are on completely different sides of the spectrum. On one side we have a group project with many different ideas being incorporated into one massive paper. The group uses critiques from other classmates via the Web. With our single topic paper we use the format of peer responses with in-class discussion not online discussion. As we have looked at each person’s paper in our personal papers we have learned from each other’s mistakes. Being able to compile a list of things that would attribute to our own personal writings. We also are able to take these techniques into our group paper.

This point of view is encouraging because although the student characterizes the papers as “on completely different sides of the spectrum,” in the description that follows both of those sides of the spectrum are complicated by the other end.

Virtual vs. Physical Body (7)
While the differences that lie at the heart of this binary may seem intuitive or easy to imagine as an instructor familiar with MOOs, I often forget just how our physical locations and bodies figure into our educational experiences. This easily changes when I consider teaching class on the MOO from my laptop in my office. People wander in and out and start conversations with me, unaware that I’m in the middle of class. My cousin rings me on Google Talk, virtually intruding on my virtual class. Meanwhile, one of my students mentions they are heating up a mini-pizza and eating it in their pajamas before we begin discussion on the day’s reading. It also relates to the feeling I get when I log on to pbwiki to work on the abstract for this conference. There I am confronted with a body of text that represents both John and myself as collaborators, even though it’s asynchronous and John is nowhere to be found physically or dynamically.

Students are concerned with the differences of interaction among virtual and physical bodies. This binary surfaced both in terms of using the MOO and using the wiki for group work. Once again the issues here are related to how technology changes our interface with education and with each other. At first, students may feel that virtual meetings are either merely neat, “I thought it was really cool and innovative that we could be in a ‘classroom’ while not physically in one,” or feel that it is counter productive, “I think [the wiki] allowed us to more easily avoid actual contact with one another. I think we would have performed better as a group if we were creating a paper in a more conventional way,” or “I didn’t like not talking at first. Being in class and not having any verbal discussion was odd to me.” I think that many of these perceptions are a result of our expectations and assumptions that may be based in our real world experiences that don’t necessarily translate to virtual environments. This relates to the next binary.
Chaos vs. Control: (8)
Any teacher who has taught on a MOO has probably struggled with this binary. On one hand, behavior on the MOO “seems like it can get out of hand,” as one student warned. Fortunately, she’d taken freshman composition with me and was “already prepared for the chaos that at times can occur.”  

I sometimes run into teachers that mention they’ve used the MOO in a class and never will again. Upon further pressing, they usually admit that their use of the MOO was restricted to one session that may or may not even have lasted an entire class meeting. In such cases, I guess they’re right to challenge the usefulness of a MOO. MOOs become pedagogically useful over time and with routine use. A student in my class put it, “at first I was a little hesitant about the different technologies that we were using in this class [… but] the MOO, for instance, really began to grow on me.” With time and repeated use, students and teachers get their bearings and figure out how to get more out of the experience.
New teachers who intend to use the MOO may strongly react to their perception of chaos by tightening up their control. They may structure online class time a little more carefully, give students instructions earlier and in a more detailed form, and create rules for discourse and action. This can be good because students are often coming from similar places, their experience with traditional classrooms, in terms of their desires for control. While developing mechanisms of control that make a MOO environment more like the traditional classroom, or more like an Orwellian vision, we may be causing students to perceive the situation as more worthwhile, we may also be negating the anti-establishment tendencies of the environment that could offer the potential for a critical analysis of power structures that Tari Fanderclai writes about this in “MUDs in Education: New Environments, New Pedagogies.”

A few final thoughts: (9)
As a teacher experienced in using various technologies for instruction, I, frankly, was surprised at some of the positive student responses towards the wiki as a means for collaboration. In my experience, the most compelling lessons we learn from the use of technology are ones that we are pulled through kicking and screaming. I find a lack of serious resistance suspicious in this case.
In the end, I have a problem with our design of the wiki collaborative writing assignment. As mentioned above, in unfamiliar technological waters, an instructor’s response may be to batten down the hatches and prepare for the storm of chaos that is sure to come. Usually, that means enforcing control somehow over the class. Though some students will respond to that, as it could feel more like the atmosphere in a traditional classroom, it can also put us at a loss in terms of realizing the potential of online spaces or new technological media. I feel like our wiki assignment was too structured.

The wiki can be used as a leveling tool. In fact, it seems that it was designed that way as a medium. When any writer within a group has equal access (although, this is only a possibility) to a document, something changes. That semblance of the single document and imagined single author might still be there if the document looks like a traditional print essay. But, an author’s relation to the text is different in terms of the control one has over it in terms of the choices made and lack of control in terms of the choices the next author makes. 
I think a more appropriate use of this technology is to use the wiki as a medium in which students must negotiate their own use of it. By creating a structure for their work within that medium (even if some of them preferred a structure) we did some of the more interesting work of laying out the kinds of rules for a discourse group to operate within for them. I found that experience valuable. Students might too. 
My Disclaimer:

Most of the data presented here is culled from freewrites in which the students were told to not worry about grammar or spelling. As I added the student writing to the body of this paper I found myself correcting some of the text. Such changes are made in hopes of presenting a fairer ethos for my students. At the same time, I’m aware that it could seem like a convenient argument for a composition to make, when potentially a reader could feel that such “mistakes” are more relevant to my ethos as a teacher of writing. I’m willing to accept that charge if it paves the way for me presenting my students words as I would hope mine were presented by my teachers.
