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Background
I created the British Literature Wiki in 2007 for 
students in my British literature survey course at the 
University of Delaware. Presently, the site averages 
between 200-400 unique visitors a day from around 
the world. Over a hundred students have contrib-
uted to more than 200 multimedia pages on such 
topics as the historical context for various periods 
of British literature and critical analyses of literary 
works.

Christopher Penna is an Associate Professor in the 
Department of English at the University of Dela-
ware. His areas of interest include modern poetry 
and twentieth-century literature, the intersection 
of literature and composition, and technology-en-
hanced instruction. He teaches courses in composi-
tion, survey courses in British and American litera-
ture, and Shakespeare. Penna has received grants to 
develop hybrid approaches to teaching composition 
that incorporate technology with traditional face-
to-face instruction. He holds a Ph.D. from Delaware 
along with degrees from West Chester and Syracuse.

http://ltcessays.wordpress.com
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Wiki, blog, or threaded 
discussion?

There were several tech-
nologies that I could have 
chosen to facilitate more 
active engagement in 
the class. Besides a wiki, 
either a threaded discus-
sion or a blog would 
have been a useful way 
to do this. Each of them 
would have helped teach 
the students something 

about writing for a public audience (BibloKat 2009). 
Nevertheless, in my mind there were subtle and 
important differences. 

While threaded discussions are excellent for car-
rying on conversations beyond the classroom and 
for the tentative exchange of ideas, they would 
ultimately be more of a place for outlining and 
brainstorming than for extended, careful analysis. 
The give and take of post and reply could have been 
energizing, but it would finally be relatively tran-
sient.

Blogs feature a sophisticated hierarchy of posts and 
comments, along with a capacity for tagging and 
archiving. They would also allow for easy integra-
tion of multimedia. But ultimately they seemed to 
emphasize the transient, the daily accumulation of 
what’s new, with the most recent event always at 
the top. The blog itself would be a fixed site, but the 
content isn’t meant to be fixed or static. The default 
of reverse chronological order for posts would 
emphasize the ephemeral nature of the content. And 
for that reason I was concerned that students would 
tend to see their work there as only marginally 
important – more along the lines of simply talking 
about rather than engaging with literature.

Wikis, on the other hand, seemed more flexible, 
allowing for a larger range of teaching goals and 
for more sophisticated assignments that would, I 
hoped, achieve more overall student engagement. 
A wiki is a Web site that can be edited by multiple 
users; Wikipedia is the best-known example. In 
a completely open wiki anyone visiting a page 
can edit. For pedagogical purposes, however, it is 
desirable to restrict editing to members of a class, 
although the wiki may still be visible to anyone on 
the Web. Wiki software keeps track of each change 
made to a page and records who made the edit. 
When a new version of the page is saved, older ver-
sions are preserved in the wiki’s “history.” The older 
versions can later be viewed and even restored as 
the “current version” with a mouse click.

Home Page of The British Literature Wiki

The British Literature Wiki arose from my desire to 
combine the “traditional” goals of a survey course in 
literature with my interest in emerging technologies. 
While I originally envisioned the site to serve as a 
student-produced, supplemental handbook for the 
course, it has evolved beyond the confines of one 
specific course into a platform for more sophisti-
cated projects by students in the university’s Office 
of Undergraduate Research Summer Scholars Pro-
gram, as well as students enrolled in an upper-level 
English course, “Undergraduate Research.”

Part of my original motivation for using a wiki came 
from the quandary that is, I suspect, common to 
many disciplines: namely, we want our students to 
be actively engaged in practicing what we “preach.” 
In literature classes students typically read, discuss, 
perhaps are tested on, and, most certainly, write 
about literature, but there is often a disconnect be-
tween what they are studying in class, what they are 
assigned to do, and what we do as professors (Dean 
et al. 2010). In other words, they see themselves as 
consumers of literature rather than as being actively 
engaged with it or even (admittedly on an elemen-
tary level) as producers of it. Among my goals, then, 
was to move them beyond the stage of passive con-
sumption and have them collaboratively research 
and creatively present their work. 

Allied to this desire for more active engagement, 
I hoped that the wiki would make them more 
conscious of the importance of audience, in this 
case an audience outside the classroom, in writing. 
Furthermore, I encouraged them to consider how 
other media (video, sound, images) could affect and, 
perhaps, enhance their work. Finally, I wanted them 
to be aware of the recursive, process-oriented nature 
of both writing and research—something a wiki is 
especially apt at reinforcing.

Among my goals 
was to move 
students beyond 
the stage of passive 
consumption 
and have them 
collaboratively 
research and 
creatively present 
their work
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Students were told that they would be evaluated on 

1. Originality in their research into, or interpre-
tation of, a text

2. Page design – every page was to include visual 
elements

3. Thoroughness and accuracy of information
4. Care in documenting sources

As the project evolved and I began using the site for 
a more advanced course in undergraduate research, 
I also formalized my expectations for students 
and came up with more specific learning goals. By 
researching and writing collaboratively (both with 
other students and also with me), these students 
would gain a deeper understanding of the following:

1. Specific historical and philosophical contexts 
of British literature from 1660- present

2. Specific authors and works from this period
3. The process of collaborative writing and 

research
4. Research-related issues of copyright and 

online media, notions of authorship and intel-
lectual property

5. Issues involved in the editorial process

The expectation for the wiki pages was that students 
were to produce high-quality materials from which 
other undergraduates studying this period could 
benefit. These entries would be more than factual 
articles and include the students’ research-based 
interpretative analyses.

As with my larger classes, these students’ pages also 
required a visual or multimedia element. However, 
beyond simply finding public domain images on the 
Web, these students were encouraged to create their 
own content using programs like iMovie or Photo 
Story.

 Of particular interest to me was the notion that 
by avoiding the more one-dimensional, temporal 
organization of a blog or threaded discussion and 
replacing it with the appearance of a fixed, “fin-
ished” product (the “completed” page), the wiki 
would encourage the production of a more tangible 
learning artifact than might ordinarily be the case. It 
would allow the students to see themselves as creat-
ing and publishing something in a larger context 
beyond the classroom and would engage them in 
active learning.

The wiki seemed like the tool most appropriate for 
helping me achieve my goals if, as one study con-
cluded (Guth 2007),

•	 Writing on a public wiki promotes collabora-
tion beyond the classroom;

•	 Publishing online leads to an increased sense 
of responsibility and more accurate writing;

•	 Knowledge sharing on a public wiki gives 
students a sense of empowerment.

Approach
A number of wiki platforms are freely available 
on the Web, including Google Sites, Wikidot, and 
Wetpaint. All of them are relatively easy to use with 
simple editing interfaces. I chose Wikispaces for my 
site because I had had some previous experience 
with it. In addition to a simple editing interface, 
there are places for discussion among collaborators 
and a history tab that archives every version of a 
page.

In the earliest stages of this project (for my survey 
course), I used the wiki for a relatively low-stakes 
collaborative research project, an assignment that 
counted as ten percent of a student’s total grade. 
I created some model pages to give the students 
an idea of what I expected, and then teams of 4-5 
students were allowed to pick from a list of general 
topics related to the mate-
rial we covered in class. 
They could also suggest 
their own topics for my 
approval. 

The expectation for 
the wiki pages was 
that students were 
to produce high-
quality materials 
from which other 
undergraduates 
studying this period 
could benefit
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that all members were equally responsible for the 
final version of the project but that I reserved the 
right to withhold complete credit from those who 
didn’t contribute fully. The versioning feature of the 
wiki was a big help in this area since each person’s 
contribution to the page was saved. Nevertheless, 
the occasional freeloader who makes substandard 
contributions to a project can create anxiety for 
other group members. This can be exacerbated 
when a group is depending on the person’s contri-
bution to complete its page. One way to minimize 
this problem is to require intermediate deadlines for 
the project so that work appears gradually, rather 
than at the last minute.

Another potential problem comes from students 
who work diligently outside of the wiki and keep 
their work separate from the team until the last 
minute. Working offline and then copy-pasting a 
near-final draft undermines the idea of a wiki as a 
place of vision and revision and subverts the em-
phasis on writing as a process. Still, some students 
find it hard to compose in public, being more used 
to turning in a “final” draft of a paper. The require-
ment of intermediate deadlines also helps forestall 
this problem. Moreover, the software I used has a 
“page includes” widget.  This feature allows sepa-
rate pages to be merged into one main page with 
a mouse click. As individual pages are edited, the 
main page is automatically updated to reflect those 
changes. This gives the student researcher a quasi-
private place to compose while allowing the group 
as a whole to see the progress of the overall project.

What has been gratifying for both my students and 
for me is the recognition that their work has re-
ceived. A useful feature of the Wikispaces system is 
that it generates comprehensive statistics about the 
site. As noted, the British Literature Wiki receives 
between 200-400 unique visitors a day from around 
the world.

Visits to the Wiki by Country, March 2011

Additionally, the site beats the ubiquitous Wikipe-
dia in Google search rankings for British literature 
wikis. Every page in the wiki is licensed under a 

Student Guidelines for Formatting Wiki Pages

In addition to meeting online through the wiki’s 
“discussion” tab, the students and I met together 
once a week to report on progress and give feed-
back. During these workshops, we also discussed 
editorial issues that arose out of many contributors 
creating a large collection of documents. This, by 
the way, in itself led to further avenues of research. 
Thus, one student who had remarked on discover-
ing the need for “clarity” in editing did research into 
Web design and formatting and created a useful 
page of editorial guidelines for other contributors to 
the wiki.

Results
The reaction to the wiki project among students in 
my survey course has been mixed (some students 
find it a challenge to work in groups or are put off 
at first by the technology; others enjoy the non-
traditional nature of the assignment). On the other 
hand, the students in the undergraduate research 
course report a uniformly positive experience. One 
student noted that working on the wiki pages “has 
really helped me better understand all of the dif-
ferent literary movements since the 18th century, 
and the information provided on the pages comple-
ments all of the knowledge I gained in . . . class. I 
think if I had had access to this information during 
the course, I would have benefited greatly” (Aiken 
2008). From my point of view the project has been 
quite successful. 

In the earliest stages, especially when working with 
my larger survey course, there were some unex-
pected rough spots. Collaborative projects among 
students, of course, can always present challenges 
(Rice, 2009; Fredrick, 2008), among them the deci-
sion on assessing an individual’s contribution to 
a team project. I resolved this by making it clear 

One student who 
had remarked on 
discovering the 
need for “clarity” 
in editing did 
research into 
Web design and 
formatting and 
created a useful 
page of editorial 
guidelines for other 
contributors to the 
wiki.



3 – 5Vision and Revision: Using Wikis to Produce and Present Undergraduate Research

Recommendations
Were I to advise someone interested in using a wiki 
for a similar project, I would offer a few general 
guidelines:

•	 Present students with fewer, more specifically 
delineated choices for projects as opposed 
to a large number of general, open-ended 
ones. This is especially true for a large survey 
course. Students tend to spend a lot of time 
“deciding” what to work on rather than get-
ting down to work. Having too many broad 
choices also tends to lead to overlapping 
among projects.

•	 Make a strict set of intermediate expectations 
for the drafting of the page. For example, give 
deadlines for when the first outlining should 
appear on the page and for when a reasonably 
complete rough draft should be posted. In ad-
dition give feedback to the students at each of 
the intermediate stages.

•	 Develop a carefully designed tool for as-
sessing. Make clear whether projects will be 
assessed by individual contribution or as a 
whole. State explicitly what components will 
be evaluated. (See a sample rubric under Web 
Resources below.)

•	 Plan to spend time teaching and re-enforcing 
rules of copyright and fair use, especially as 
they pertain to the Web.

Despite the rather structured nature of these recom-
mendations, there has to also be a certain amount of 
willingness to accept trial and error, or rather vision 
and revision. After all, it’s that very recursiveness 
that wikis were designed to accommodate. That is 
also the nature of much academic research, making 
the wiki a particularly appropriate tool for demon-
strating this to our students.

Creative Commons license. As a result, I have heard 
from teachers at other institutions who use the wiki 
in their classes or who have asked for permission 
to use material from it. One student, who produced 
an original movie for a page on the background 
of Victorian literature, reported that the video has 
been viewed over 13,000 times through her You-
Tube account and that she has received positive 
comments there.

Beyond this recognition is the gratification students 
have reported in seeing their work on the wiki as a 
publication. When I asked students to reflect on the 
experience, one commented on the feeling that her 
work was a legacy left for others. Another com-
mented on how bringing multimedia content to the 
pages allowed her to give a voice to her work and a 
new dimension that might not have been possible 
with a more traditional assignment.

Admittedly, students who select a course in under-
graduate research or who get involved in a project 
like this through the Summer Scholars Program at 
the University of Delaware may not represent the 
typical undergraduate, but the work they have been 
able to produce has inspired them and has been 
well received. More important, they have come 
away with tangible learning artifacts and have met 
the learning goals envisioned for them – goals that 
depended on and were mediated by the wiki.

A Student-Produced Video on the Wiki

When I asked 
students to reflect 
on the experience, 
one commented on 
the feeling that her 
work was a legacy 
left for others.

	  



The LTC began in 1998 as a partnership of 
institutions with similar instructional goals, 
strong technology and faculty support programs, 
and an interest in collaboration around teaching 
and learning with technology. The members are:

• University of Delaware
• University of Florida
• University of Georgia
• University of Maryland
• University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
• University of Notre Dame
• University of Pittsburgh
• Virginia Tech
• Wake Forest University 

Representatives meet semiannually at one of the 
institutions, where members tour specialized 
facilities and discuss the selection and use 
of learning technologies, benchmarking, and 
collaboration.

www.learningtechnologyconsortium.org
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Web Resources
The British Literature Wiki – 

   http://britlitwiki.wikispaces.com/ 
Student YouTube video – 
   http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LsOgxgrZa1g

Blogs vs. Wikis vs. Forums (BiblioKat video by 
Leslie Madsen Brooks) – http://vodpod.com/
watch/2587257-blogs-vs-wikis-vs-forums

How Open or Closed Should Your Wiki Be? (Stewart 
Mader)  – http://www.ikiw.org/2008/02/28/day-
17-how-open-or-closed-should-your-wiki-be/

Rubric for a Collaborative Writing Wiki (University of 
Minnesota) – https://wiki.umn.edu/pub/Teach-
ingWithWikis/AssessingWikis/wiki_rubric.pdf

Ten Best Practices for Wikis in Education (Barbara 
Schroeder) –  http://itcboisestate.wordpress.
com/2008/05/21/10-best-practices-for-using-
wikis-in-education/

Wikis in Higher Education (University of Delaware) – 
http://www.udel.edu/sakai/training/printable/
wiki/Wikis_in_Higher_Education_UD.pdf
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