PROWE:  Personal Repositories Online: Wiki Environments

Case Study 1:  Part time tutors and staff development resource co-creation and comparison (Open University)

Background

The Open University is well known as a distance teaching institution with a very large student population (180,000 in 2006).  This translates into very large cohorts for many of its courses. At extreme, up to 10,000 students may be studying a single course, perhaps with multiple presentations in the same year. Because of these large numbers, and because these students are geographically distributed, it is unusual for a single tutor to support all the students within a single course, although this can happen for specialist courses or course pilots.  The OU currently has over 7000 part-time tutors, described as Associate Lecturers (ALs) who each teach from a centrally-produced set of resources and to a common curriculum.  It is not uncommon for large courses to have dozens of tutors teaching from the same materials over the same time period.  Tutors are part-time staff, often working at other ‘day’ jobs in addition to their OU work, so there is no assumption that tutors on a particular course will necessarily know each other. Conventionally tutors are recruited and supported by UK regional centres, often with no direct connection with the academics on the course team (i.e. the team of academics and consultants who designed and wrote the course).  

Since the OU has a wide range of students, tutors may be faced with unusual challenges in delivering particular elements of a course. For example they could be teaching students who are travelling overseas while studying a UK-based course, or students who are studying in offenders’ institutions – either may require adaptation of activities.  Other tutors may have faced or overcome similar problems in the past, but without working within the same close team, this information is difficult to locate or share.

The degree of isolation that this implies is now changing.  For tutors teaching online at the OU there are often ‘tutor conferences’ – online forums attached to each course presentation.  These can connect tutors who are encountering the same sorts of issues with a particular course/presentation and allow informal sharing of experiences in teaching the course.  Particularly interesting for the PROWE project were the opportunities these forums offer to disseminate and obtain feedback on resources which tutors (rather than course teams) may have made or adapted.  The content held within these forums can be valuable to fellow tutors and the course team who created the course.  It is now not uncommon for updates or revisions to courses to take account of tutor suggestions shared in these forums, perhaps formally adopting some version of the resource ideas shared there.  There is a clear willingness to share. As one tutor said, talking about his own course “the T175 tutor conference [forum] is, where people bring things, it’s a full gift economy where people will come along and say these are the resources that I’ve put together for my next face to face tutorial. They’re here if anyone wants to use them, edit them, take them whatever.” [OU M4]
However, one drawback of the forums as peer support is that forums are closely allied with courses. Tutors will only have access to the forum while they tutor on that course.  They will not have access to this information once the course finishes, or once they stop being a tutor for it, even though the information held there may continue to be useful to them. Also, for very large courses there may be parallel tutor conferences for the same large course, perhaps supporting separate presentation cycles of a course within the same year.  Tutors are not then able to see all the advice which may be relevant to a particular course.  This course-based separation of conversations about learning and teaching is typical of the set up at the OU and within most other virtual learning environments (VLEs).  Although there are general AL forums, these are wide-ranging in scope, can include thousands of messages (often a mix of social and work-related) and are inconsistent in how they are identified by the poster and how they are linked. It becomes easier to ask for advice, repeating past requests for the same advice, rather than searching for the answer within the messages archive. Experienced tutors recognise this practice and described the recurrence of previously-answered questions at regular periods as ‘memorial threads’. 

So, while the tutor forums contain valuable teaching resources and advice that tutors may wish to share or refer back to, individual tutors may find themselves ‘locked out’ of the forums, or simply unaware of the whole picture.  Even if they have access to the relevant forum they may find it difficult to locate a specific message or set of messages which answer their question.  With large communities of tutors there is considerable potential for information overload and there may be version control issues as resources are co-developed over an extended period.  So, while tutors forums have opened up the opportunity to create and refine resources with other tutors, and share ideas about teaching approaches and problems, there may be access issues, discovery issues and navigational difficulties when it comes to referring back to the content held. 

Although these problems are magnified at the OU, due to its scale, they are common to any teaching context where there are several tutors involved in teaching the same subject. 

Wikis for staff development resource co-creation

Following their involvement in the PROWE project two tutors [OU M3 and M4] explored using a wiki to support co-creation of teaching-related content within a separate staff development project. They had been commissioned to write a tutoring toolkit to help other tutors and intended to approach this as a collaborative venture, working with other tutors who had not been involved in PROWE.  The use of tutors to create content in the form of toolkits is an established approach to harnessing the knowledge that they have about course delivery and student support.  Using a wiki would provide geographically-dispersed tutors with a central space which they could write to, and keep current.  The more usual approach would be use of email or conferencing as well as any face-to-face meetings or telephone conferences which could be arranged. In both cases the end product was expected to be a static and relatively formal ‘publication’, either online or in print which would be periodically reviewed, revised and re-published. However, the value of a more ‘open’ and editable publication was appreciated by these tutors, and perhaps this will happen in the future: “Part of the thing we were doing with this other project is collecting case studies that would go online and I have suggested to the project team that the online version should be a permanent Wiki and they seemed to be quite attracted to that idea.” [OU M3]
Examples of a wiki used to share and develop tutoring-related content had already occurred within PROWE.  The wiki sections: ‘Plagarism – an approach to teaching practice’, ‘Things students need to know about tutors’ and ‘The OU in prisons’ were examples of how a wiki could draw together content from a variety of different sources.  These were not fast-changing resources (like the blogs) a distinction which was commented on: “You can use blog and wiki’s in different ways. You know you can use blogs to kind of outline thinking and to promote discussions amongst people if people are actually interested in reading your pearls of wisdom and you can use the wiki as a more sedimentary process for keeping things and perhaps updating them from time-to-time. I think they compliment each other.” [OU M3]
The attraction of the wiki to tutors wishing to develop ideas with other tutors, was “the idea of having stuff in one place … Where we are trying to get people to generate resources which can then be used across different disciplines” [OU M4]. There was also a strong feeling that this social approach to collating and maintaining information was in tune with other current projects at the University, reflecting the way in which tutors were increasingly expected to work – “if they are not directly related they are at least first cousins” [OU M4]. This was an important consideration for part-time staff who have a relatively limited time to acquire new technical skills. 

The tutors who initiated the use of a wiki approach to developing the toolkit were amongst the most technically-aware of those within the project.  They already were working online and this was simply a next step, or another route to completing work which they had already done otherwise.  “It’s light and shade more than any epiphanies” [OU M4], although the tutors within the project were particularly comfortable with technology and these two tutors amongst the most technically-literate of all. 

So, while wikis offer potential as a vehicle for taking forward the process of collaborative co-creation we do need to consider carefully whether part-time academics will have the resource (technically or in terms of time) to engage with learning the necessary skills to use them.  Where they are paid to use the wiki for a particular project, this can be addressed, but where contributions are not specifically funded – perhaps once the content is live within the wider tutor community – there is a significant barrier in learning the etiquette as well as the technical skills to be learned before tutors will edit content created by others.  There appears to be a general caution here.  As one of the tutor’s reports there is interest in reading, and contributing through an intermediary (the original author) but perhaps not directly: “I put on the Wiki quite a bit of the stuff that I’d written myself and left it open to see it and amend it if they wanted to. Nobody’s yet taken up the option to amend it. I think there’s quite a barrier to overcome in terms of doing the techniques involved in actually editing a Wiki. But quite a few people have looked and quite a few people have emailed me stuff to add to it.” [OU M3]
Reflections and issues 

· Blogs and wikis can complement each other in providing different environments for collaborative working and sharing experiences.  The wikis would tend to represent the more stable content, after some filtering – the ‘sedimentary layer’ as opposed to the more turbulent blog or forum environment. 

· There is potential in co-creating and publishing peer-support resources (e.g. toolkits) in a wiki form.  This could support continuous extension and revision of these resources through addition of content and comment by users. 

· As yet the typical part-time tutor is unlikely to make contributions directly to a wiki because of uncertainty about: etiquette (fear of offending the author); technical anxiety (concerns about what they might end up doing); not seeing this as their role, and the additional barrier of distance from colleagues (newer OU tutors commented that it could take them years to comment in a forum setting).  More technically able tutors with online experience are however already showing interest in the medium for support of paid staff development work. 

· In environments which rely upon team teaching there is value in sharing experiences of use of common course materials.  This also extends into sharing experience between multiple users of other digital teaching material too (e.g. that held in repositories).  Forums can support sharing, but where there is a large population using the resource over a long period of time, or across a wide variety in use contexts, forums may not serve well.  Wikis, perhaps in conjunction with blogs and forums, could make retrieval or information easier.

· Ideally any initiative to promote use of wikis as a co-creation tool spanning course boundaries would clearly identify itself with existing core use of technologies.  This could reduce resistance to the need to learn another, separate, technology and acquire new working skills
