PROWE:  Personal Repositories Online: Wiki Environments

Case Study 2:  Using a wiki to support day-to-day activity within a research-orientated teaching department

Background
The University of Leicester (UoL) has a significant population of distance learners (over 7,000), as the biggest UK University-based distance learning provider after the Open University (OU).  However, unlike the OU, most of its students are based on campus, and most of its academics are physically based within their teaching department – although not all of them are based at the main Leicester campus.  Here, just as with many other UK higher education institutions offering distance or blended learning, academics are not necessarily based at a distance from their colleagues even if they are tutoring their students at a distance. This case looks at wiki use within Cardiovascular Sciences, part of the Clinical Services department within UoL’s Medical School.  Cardiovascular Sciences is located at Leicester Royal Infirmary, close to the city centre and some distance from main UoL campus. Its teaching is conducted largely face-to-face, with some use of Blackboard and some postgraduate students also work within the department on short placements. For research purposes staff here may be collaborating with academic colleagues at a distance, for example those based on the main campus, or in other institutions across the UK or overseas (the US was specifically mentioned).  Some of these research partners will not themselves be attached to university departments and may not be involved in any teaching.
The wiki here provides a tool which is primarily used to support in-unit communication geared primarily towards administration and research rather than teaching: “to some degree the formality of Blackboard is, can be restrictive but here we can pop whatever in whatever sort of format we want.  So I don’t use it for teaching at the moment [although] I can see I might use it for teaching”  [UoL FG M1]. This separation of system by function is perhaps typical of academic departments. Where the primary online teaching environment is a course-based VLE, this can be one over which an individual researcher will have little control in terms of design and determining who participate within it.  The use of a separate system in this case does not imply any dissatisfaction with the UoL implementation of Blackboard as a learning and teaching platform.
The researchers within this unit form a small and tight-knit group, with up to twelve staff at any one time and no plans for further growth.  They are periodically joined by postgraduate students on placement (2-3 a year).  All those working within the unit normally see each other several times a week and work in physical proximity.  The three staff interviewed felt that this negates the need for a social element in any online environment.  They would simply talk directly to each other face to face if the need arose for informal communication.  Instead they used the department’s wiki/blog quite formally, as a way of making visible content to which they needed regularly to refer, for example using this to publish protocols and audits, which staff were required to regularly refer to.  This also has the advantage of making this content easily accessible to temporary members of staff such as the students working there on placement. “I think the benefit is that it helps a group communicate … especially if we have new students in I find that [name], one of the new students that we have got, she can just go and look at any published work we have got or protocols, because there’s protocols within Plone on our webspace that she can just access.  And either of us we can just alter it if any other protocols do change.  So it is good on that kind of level but these are the couple of drawbacks I found” [UoL FG F1].
Research-orientated and procedural use of a wiki

Although the use of a wiki here is similar to that described in the OU in some of its staff development function and in having the same objective of sharing and gathering information from colleagues, this UoL use offers a contrast in terms of context, approach and motivation. Here the wiki is being used by colleagues who frequently also see each other face to face as part of their work.  This case offers thus offers an example of use of a wiki as part of a blend of approaches to communication and collaboration within a university which itself blends distance and campus-based teaching. 

The wiki/blog combination used in this case is one which is accessed as part of the UoL’s implementation of Plone
.  Although this implementation offered more freedom to individual and departmental users (e.g. to select images/options and local control over uploading content) it had implications in terms of certain centrally-implemented limits.  Restrictions on file sizes for attachments (2Mb) were mentioned as an unwelcome constraint
, as were naming conventions and systems navigation which were not intuitive for these users.  Because of the size constraint on attachments the users here had to use email to distribute larger documents, which defeated some of the purpose of having one source to which they could always refer. 

Overall the departmental users were happy about the balance of control, preferring an institutionally-provided solution to one which they were locally crafting. As one user put it: “Personally I prefer the one [system] that is provided by the institution because I would suspect that if you were to control it yourself you’d have more responsibility”  [UoL FG M2].  While there was enthusiasm for the opportunities afforded by technology there was also caution that it could prove unreliable “Personally my problem with running on an institutional basis is that you are reliant on being able to access that speedily from wherever you are and whenever you need your information and that’s not always the case.  So if you’re stuck in an airport somewhere and wifi’s no good or whatever then you’re stuck.  So for that reason most of the stuff that I have I also copy onto my personal space” [UoL FG M1]. This ‘belt-and-braces approach’ could be placing a curb on reliance upon any online systems and thus expansion of their use.  The speaker certainly felt that he would store more information online if he could be guaranteed access. 
Because the users work together, and the process when uploading new content could be – they felt – complicated and difficult to recall, one local user frequently posted content on behalf of colleagues.  She was one of the three interviewed and expressed herself as happy to do this work, although she did not consider herself a technical expert herself.   There is a facility within the wiki to ask for help with technical ‘wiki-related’ problems as well as with experiments. “within that [the wiki] we’ve got a troubleshooting [facility] where people having problems with various experiments or whatever, the idea is that they post that in there and then there’s an ongoing dialogue about it.  But because everything works first time we never have any problems, then nobody’s used it” [UoL FG M1]. Whether anyone would prefer to use this rather than communicating directly with people working alongside them is thus untested.  It may be that even were a problem to arise, particularly an important or urgent one, advice would be sought through direct conversation with available colleagues. “I think maybe because it’s a small group we tend to talk to each other than to actually blog.  I think in more of a bigger group you’d get more of response because the communication values are there but because we are always communicating anyway so we kind of get over the problems as quickly as possible”. [UoL FG F1]
The team are satisfied with the use that they make of the wiki for holding common documents and adding to that stock on a regular basis:  “what we’ve used it principally for in our group is essentially a common space that we can post things and keep information and distribute reminders and provide up to date stuff and that’s kind of going on and is relevant to a research committee that’s varies of a range between about five to ten or twelve people”. [UoL FG M1]
However they saw potential for it being also used to support on-going research collaboration and offered an example based on a previous research project: “this is in a way three years too late for us in terms of some of the projects we’ve had.  We’ve had some funding from the Wellcome Trust for a formal collaboration with a group in the United States which meant them flying back and to, us flying back and to, and which would have been absolutely fantastic to have something like this up and running at that time because of the communication.  You can email.  You can talk on the phone.  But what you don’t have is a whole bunch of stuff in front of you that is time stamped and completely interactable by everyone in the group on both sides of the Atlantic. That would have been really useful then” [UoL FG M1].  From this the same interviewee went on to reflect that this was a value future use of the wiki: “Well one thing … we haven’t really considered is that sharing our ‘Plones’ [wikis/blogs] with collaborators … in which all the collaborators have access.  And that’s something that we should investigate.  Because that would be sort of more, I think would be quite powerful actually … I’m going to contact some of our collaborators and ask whether they would consider using this as well and perhaps expand the base of people who are using it” [UoL FG M1].   There was also the idea of, within the Medical School, making visible working documents: “within the department generally I could see it possibly developing because there are other groups obviously within the department who do similar sorts of work.  I could see it developing in that respect so that they could access our protocols and vice versa.  So I could see it growing in that way” [UoL FG M1]. 
Reflections and issues
· There are advantages to using a wiki for holding procedural information to which departmental staff may need to refer on a regular basis.  This ensures that they know how to access the wiki and look at it frequently, perhaps with other elements within it then also catching their attention and thus extending their use.
· The wiki can function as an informal repository of useful information so that inexperienced students or other new team members can be pointed at a single source for answers to may of their questions.

· Opening up the wiki and perhaps linking to other departmental wikis would allow easier access to information within the department and comparison of protocols etc.  No other wikis within other parts of the department were known about at this stage (mid-2007). 

· Although co-location may diminish the need to use wikis or blogs for social communication or to ask for immediate assistance they also ensure that contributors know something about each other’s style of communication. This could reduce the barrier to making comments on or amending work which can arise when reviewing content posted by an unknown colleague.  As one of this group observed: “Because we all know each other and we know of the etiquette and we know what’s acceptable and we know what’s not” [UoL FG F1]
· There is potential with active researchers such as these to use the wiki as a tool for holding and sharing documents in common and working on these with international or other intra-institutional partners.  However, given the comments on ‘etiquette’ the group and the protected nature of some of the current procedural information this might best be achieved through a separate wiki for each specific project or each set of linked projects. 
· There are advantages is using of a wiki as a means of augmenting communication between co-located staff even where there are good opportunities for face-to-face communication and discussion. 

� At this time (May 2007) the Plone system was Version 2.1.3 and the wiki was Zwiki Version 0.58


� Removal of that restriction was being discussed at the time of the interviews (June 2007).





