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Improving Student Learning by  

Encouraging Reflection through Class Wikis 

 

Abstract 

A cohort of students enrolled in a chemical engineering was required to contribute to a 

collaborative reflective document with the objective of more rapidly assimilating new knowledge 

into the problem solving process. Motivated by prior work in the literature describing the use of 

portfolios and by the successes of collaborative learning, selected elements of each were tied into 

a simple project requiring minimal student time to collaboratively develop a reflective learning 

document using a wiki. A wiki is a web-accessible document that can be edited by multiple 

users. For this project, students in a material and energy balance course were assigned the 

weekly task of maintaining a wiki page on the current textbook chapter by entering what they 

perceived as the most important items learned during class. This was similar to other active 

learning activities suggested in the literature, but in this case the student contributions were 

collaborative and archival. Students were encouraged to be complete and accurate with the 

promise that their entries would be available during an exam. Other wiki pages the students 

developed included a set of suggestions in preparing for the first exam for future students 

enrolled in the course. Student assessment suggested that the project was accepted as a valuable 

part of the course, and instructor assessment indicated that students more rapidly assimilated core 

concepts into their problem solving repertoire as a result of this activity. 

 

Introduction 

At the end of a lecture there is a tendency for a student to rapidly move as far away from the 

classroom and the topics discussed as possible. This apparent instinct to flee and thereby free 

their mental energies from class work discourages reflection on the lecture subject by the 

student. This tends to reduce retention and absorption of the concepts presented during the class.  

 

One effective means of encouraging reflection as a mode of learning is portfolio development. A 

portfolio has been defined as “a purposeful collection of student work that exhibits the student’s 

efforts, progress, and achievements”[1]. Portfolios foster active learning and give the student the 

perspective needed to ensure that they are progressively learning over time[2]. One of the 

primary benefits over standard educational practices is that work is placed into context through a 

reflective process[3]. The downside of portfolios, whether paper-borne or electronic, is that they 

take significant student time to prepare and manage. McGourty[4] notes that “full portfolios are 

very labor intensive and are sometimes abandoned due to the work required in assessment, 

despite the richness of results.” The time element is one area of research suggested in a recent 

review of using technology in support of collaborative learning[5].  
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Portfolios have been used as both a learning tool and an assessment tool for engineering 

programs[6-10]. Use of portfolios serves to promote engagement with learning objectives and to 

improve reflection [11]. Portfolios demonstrate that students are indeed learning new things, an 

important fact not only to the instructor, but to the learner.  

In this project, the reflective element of portfolios was extracted and applied in a collaborative, 

online setting using an electronic wiki. A wiki is essentially a text document that can be edited 

by multiple users using a web browser interface. Working collaboratively to develop a wiki entry 

breeds additional benefits. It is a mode of collaborative learning, which builds “a positive 

interdependence that moves everyone forward”[12]. It builds the foundational step on a multi-

loop learning model, where students learn by interactive with peers, followed by interaction with 

individuals with increasing levels of authority[13]. The use of social software such as wikis has 

been termed “the architecture of participation”[14]. 

 

Wikis have been previously applied as a means of facilitating collaborative learning in chemical 

engineering courses. Heys used a wiki to aid students in completing a group design project[15]. 

Hadley used a wiki in a similar way for the capstone design course[16]. 

Implementation 

A wiki was established, tied to campus computer authentication servers, using Microsoft 

SharePoint Server 2007 running on Windows Server 2008 on a dual-core Intel PC. The structure 

of the wiki was simple, consisting of an instructional page (edited from the default provided by 

the SharePoint program), and a single page corresponding to each chapter in “Elementary 

Principles of Chemical Processes”[17]  beginning with Chapter 2. Links were created on each 

page to simplify navigation between chapter pages. 

Students were first assigned a contribution to the wiki with the first homework problem 

assignment for Chapter 2 of the text. A link to the wiki was provided on the paper assignment, 

and the course website had links to the locally-hosted (and intranet-only accessible) wiki server. 

The server was configured to allow modifications made by each editor to be viewable, so the 

instructor would always know who made what contribution. 

The assignment was explained and use of the site was demonstrated in class on Thursday. 

Students first accessed the site the following Tuesday after a reminder during class on Monday to 

have done so prior to the next class meeting on Tuesday.  The first 10 minutes that students used 

the site were spent typing messages to each other and then deleting those messages. Following 

that “getting comfortable” period, students entered questions and statements about what they 

would like to see on the wiki. This was not the intent of wiki entries, so students were corrected 

during class that afternoon. Prior to the next class, students answered their own questions on the 

wiki, satisfying the instructor that students fully understood the assignment. 
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Beginning with Chapter 3 entries (process variables), the wiki entries began to take the shape of 

the intended summary of key points from lectures. Students experimented with formatting text 

(Greek characters, superscripts and subscripts) and collectively developed a useful collection of 

information, explanation, formula, and physical constants. Students were required to make at 

least two updates to the wiki, one each (partial) week spent in the chapter. 

The last chapter for which contributions were mandatory (and part of the homework grade) was 

chapter 4, non-reactive material balances. This was the most complete and detailed set of entries. 

The instructor was also pleased to note that some key points stressed during class were 

emphatically incorporated into the wiki. A screen capture of part of this page is presented in 

Figure 1. 

For the remainder of the course, a number of techniques to encourage wiki entries were 

attempted. The first was the “carrot” approach, where students were promised that the wiki pages 

would be provided during the exam if the pages were worthwhile and contained contributions 

from the entire class. The chapter 5 and 6 entries (phase equilibrium) were deemed insufficient 

when the exam was prepared (though students did make improvements prior to the exam date), 

so this promise was fulfilled for the exam covering chapters 7 and 8 (non-reactive energy 

balances). When no incentive was offered, only a single entry to the wiki was made (chapter 9, 

reactive energy balances). 

The wiki was also used for one additional purpose. Following the first exam, students were given 

a memo published by Dr. Richard Felder entitled “Memo to students with disappointing test 

grades.” They were also given an assignment asking them to consider some questions suggested 

by Felder regarding their study habits, sources of information, and a plan for improvement. 

Students were then required to contribute to a wiki page with their ideas on what would be both 

an effective warning to future students and a declaration of what they learn during the first month 

of the course. A screen capture of this page is given in Figure 2. 

Assessment 

The project was assessed by instructor observation and student survey. The survey was 

conducted at the end of the course and consisted of 14 statements for which students were asked 

to indicate agreement or disagreement on a 5 point Lickert scale (1= strongly disagree, 5= 

strongly agree). Several additional free- answer questions were also asked. Results of the 

quantitative portion of the survey are presented in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Results of Student Survey (n=5). Results given on a Lickert scale with 1 indicating strong disagreement and 5 indicating 
strong agreement. 

   Average  StDev

I made an effort to contribute to the Wiki periodically
3.4  0.89

Using the Wiki was reasonably easy. 4.8  0.45

Off campus access to the Wiki would have increased the frequency of 
my contributions to the Wiki.  4.4  0.89

Reading the Wiki helped me learn more in this course.
2.8  0.84

Contributing to the Wiki helped narrow my focus. 3.6  0.55

When I made entries in the Wiki I thought more about what I learned 
during lectures.  3.8  1.10

I would have preferred to create my own private document and 
submitted it at the end of each chapter.  2.8  1.10

I would have preferred to create my own private document and 
submitted it at the end of the term.  2.4  1.14

The Wiki project was not worth any of my time.
2.4  0.55

If I had more time during the term, the Wiki might have been more 
useful reading.  3.8  0.84

If I had more time during the term, the Wiki might have been more 
useful for reflective writing.  3.8  0.45

Reflecting on lectures is an important part of the learning process.
4.8  0.45

Using the Wiki was much easier after Chapter 3 than before.
2.8  0.84

The Wiki was a distraction from the real business of the course.
2.2  0.45

 

Some of the results of the survey were surprising to the instructor. Students did not consider the 

Wiki entries to be a distraction, nor would they have preferred to maintain a private document 

akin to a traditional portfolio narrative. Instead, students saw value to the Wiki entries, value in 

reflection, and more value in contributing than in reading. 

Students were asked to name the best and worst things about the Wiki project during this class. 

Students again stated that being forced to “think back” on the lecture was a good thing. The lack 

of off-campus access was commonly expressed as the biggest problem. Students also expressed 

an interest in receiving credit contributing to their course grade for Wiki entries, and one 

suggested that individual students be assigned particular topics to summarize. 
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The instructor noted that after Chapter 4, some fundamental items of knowledge which students 

in previous sections had difficulty absorbing despite frequent use of active-learning exercises (in-

class group problems, end-of-class reflective exercises, think-pair-share), were readily expressed 

by students during collaborative problem solutions and examples. As an example, the concept of 

the number of independent material balances available on a system being equal to the number of 

components in the system was a challenge to previous students during the first week or two of 

material balances. During the class meeting immediately following the introduction of that 

concept (and its subsequent entry in the Wiki), students clearly had a grasp of this basic idea. 

This was unprecedented in the previous 9 years of teaching this course by the author. 

The biggest concern of the author in implementing a portfolio in the material and energy balance 

course has been that it would take time away from the problem-solving emphasis of the course. 

In practice, extracting the reflective writing element of the portfolio method of assessment and 

placing it online seemed to minimize the time footprint while retaining the key benefits for 

learning. 

Assessing improvement in student learning is particularly difficult with small numbers of 

students. Comparing exam performance by this semester’s students with previous terms students 

show no statistically significant differences. Instructor assessment on learning indicated that once 

students understood the expectations of the reflective wiki entries they more rapidly 

demonstrated understanding of the key points made during previous lectures. The students in this 

small course section rapidly formed the sort of positive interdependence relationship that 

Johnson[12] describes as a result of collaborative learning. Students that the instructor suspected 

at the start of the course would be unable to complete the course were successful early in the 

course and were able to demonstrate learning sufficient to pass the course with a ‘C’ or better. 

Future implementation 

The biggest issue cited by the students (aside from time availability) was the on-campus 

restriction for accessing the Wiki. The structure of the network prevents local servers not part of 

the official campus administrative infrastructure from being available from outside the local 

network. Consequently, students could not make entries from home or work, which was a 

significant problem for non-traditional students in the class.  

The importance of students having continuous access to the Wiki requires that the service be 

moved off-campus. Fortunately, there are numerous options to accomplish this; including 

commercial websites (i.e. www.wikispaces.com) and open source software that can be hosted on 

externally accessible University servers (see “Free wiki software” on Wikipedia.org). 

Contribution to the Wiki will now be more explicitly tied to the student’s grade, comprising 5% 

of the total grade. Criteria for this graded component will be expressed on a rubric including 

elements such as consistent participation, quality of entries, relevance of entries, and accuracy of 
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entries. Minimum frequency of contribution will be weekly, but a contribution after each lecture 

will be required for full credit (with some exceptions depending on the class content). 

Conclusions 

Students were required to contribute to a collaboratively-edited reflective learning portfolio 

narrative using an online Wiki. Multiple methods of motivating students to participate were 

attempted, with the most effective method being offering some form of course credit for 

participation. Students appeared to learn fundamental concepts more quickly after contributing to 

the Wiki compared to previous terms where reflective writing was not extensively used. Students 

were convinced of the value of the project, suggested that accessibility should be improved and 

that a more significant portion of the course grade depend on contributions to the Wiki. 
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Figure 1. The first part of the Chapter 4 (material balances) wiki composed by students.
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Figure 2. Wiki entry composed by students reflecting on their first exam. 
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