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n an effort to clarify the content of my course, I substituted the statistics textbook

I had been using with a custom text the students produced using wiki technol-
ogy. My students wrote their own textbook using class notes, supplemental hand-
outs, and their own research. The wiki format encouraged collaboration in an
uncontrolled and unstructured environment and forced students to teach them-
selves to use a new and powerful technology. Students took more responsibility
for their learning and learned by “teaching” others. For most of the students, the
experience was enjoyable and helped to improve their understanding of statis-
tics. For me, the experience was a surprisingly rewarding challenge.

Statistics Students Create Their Own

Textbook Using Wiki Technology

by Sandra Strasser, Valparaiso University

his innovation is in response to sev-

eral problems I was having with an
MBA statistics course. The textbook I
selected (Aczel and Sounderpandian),
while excellent for a full semester
course, was too complex for a two-
credit, seven-week course. I wanted an
applications course that was predomi-
nantly computer driven with very few
formulas or theory. My goal was for stu-
dents to be able to run simple regres-
sions or control charts after having
taken the course and I was missing the
mark with my current textbook. The stu-
dents became confused with too much
theory in the text and concentrated on
the formulas as opposed to understand-
ing the tools. I tried to eliminate the sec-
tions that were not critical but found
they were too deeply imbedded within
other parts of the text that I thought were
necessary and I wanted to retain. I could
not easily separate the “vital few” from
the “trivial many.”

After much soul searching, I de-
cided to teach without a text. I would
supplement discussions with anno-
tated examples and encourage my stu-
dents to use their statistics books from
other classes or from the library as ref-
erence. I would make full use of Excel
and Minitab by teaching the course in
the computer lab. A few days before the
class was to begin I read an article in
BizEd (Philip Evans, January/February

2006) called “The Wiki Factor.” The
author mentions Richard Watson of the
University of Georgia, who teaches XML
by having his students write their own
text using a wiki. Watson states that,
“By creating their own textbook, my stu-
dents produced something they could
feel proud of and leave behind as a re-
source for the next group of students.”

The idea of students writing their
own text suddenly became the solution
to fill the textbook void in my class. As 1
thought about the concept, I realized
that this innovation could solve several
other problems that I was having in my
classes. For example, I often have diffi-
culty encouraging ownership of the
learning process and making students
responsible for their own learning. By
giving them the role of “authority” they
ultimately have the responsibility for
learning and teaching the material.

As I read more about wikis I real-
ized that this technology really is the
next step in the knowledge frontier.
Wikis draw on open sourcing (Linux),
noncompetitive collaboration, and vol-
untary self-organizing communities: all
relatively new ideas that have produced
phenomenal results (Evans and Wolf,
2005). If we can offer students the op-
portunity to use tomorrow’s tools today,
we are really giving them an advantage.
And finally, I thought this might be fun
for them (. . . and me).
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Obijectives

Of course my primary educational ob-
jectives are for the students to under-
stand and be able to use statistics, even
minimally, and to improve their skills
in quantitative analysis. I would like
them to feel comfortable with numbers,
but in only a seven week semester, I at
least want to minimize their anxiety.
Secondarily, my objectives include im-
proving their ability to collaborate in an
unstructured and uncontrolled envi-
ronment. I would like them to feel more
comfortable with not only the new wiki
technology, but with the lack of rules
that come with it. Finally, I would hope
that creativity comes into play. These
students must learn and understand
the material well enough to be able to
write and/or edit a chapter that will be
read by at least everyone in the class
and potentially anyone who logs onto
the site. The creativity they use in learn-
ing and writing the material will be
important.

The Wiki Technology

A Wiki (meaning quick) is a Website that
allows anyone to add or delete content.
As no authorization or credentials are
required for participation, the source of
the information is not monitored for
accuracy. However, wikis are public
documents that are dynamic in that
changes are made constantly. It is
hoped that if erroneous information is
posted, it will quickly be corrected. The
tradeoff is between the validity of the
information and the speed and flexibil-
ity of information updates. Wikipedia
is an excellent example. Anyone can
access the site and add or make changes
to this popular Internet dictionary. Some
suggest that the site is error prone due
to a lack of qualified supervision while
others counter that the extreme timeli-
ness of the information and collabora-
tive nature is worth the price of
questionable validity. An interesting
comparison of Wikipedia and the En-
cyclopedia Britannica actually showed
very little difference in accuracy (Giles
2005).

Whichever side of the debate you
choose, wikis are here to stay and stu-

dents will have to learn how to use and,
most importantly, evaluate Internet in-
formation. This textbook writing expe-
rience helped address the need to
question accuracy, regardless of the
source, and to work within a new
knowledge framework.

I selected Wikispaces as the site that
was the most user-friendly and, most
importantly, free. Data entry did not re-
quire a special language, although
Greek letters and equations were diffi-
cult to work with.

Organization

The class met seven times during the
semester. The 30 students divided them-
selves among the class sessions and
were responsible for writing the mate-
rial for their class. The first draft from
each group was due the week after it
was covered in class. This allowed
ample time for the rest of the students to
make changes in form or content to the
drafts. Everyone in the class was ulti-
mately responsible for the finished
product. I graded the final version and
gave the same grade to everyone.

Whenever a student made a contri-
bution to the wiki, their name and date
was recorded. I had access to that
record and could monitor participation;
however, I could not monitor the qual-
ity or quantity of the contribution. This
potential problem actually forced me to
treat this more as voluntary participa-
tion which is more in line with open
source thinking. Whenever I have a
grade versus learning tradeoff, I always
come down on the side of learning.
Grades are artificial and learning is real.
By not being able to track contributions,
learning may have improved but ease
in grading did not.

Presentation

My strategy was to require students to
work in a foreign medium with little
guidance. They would then be forced to
rely on each other, building on trust,
cooperation, etc. I also wanted this to
be their textbook based on their creativ-
ity and not mine. Therefore, I presented
only minimal structure and details.

When asked a specific question, I usu-
ally turned it back on them. This was
their textbook and it was up to them to
learn how to use the technology, design
the book, and create the final product.
While several students were initially
frustrated by the lack of direction, it
didn’t take long for them to seize the
opportunity. In retrospect, this was
probably one of the best ways that I
could have approached this assign-
ment. On the negative side, I wished
that I had built in a discussion of each
chapter as it became available. This
would have given them confidence in
the accuracy of their work and a won-
derful way to summarize and review
the main points of the previous class
session. Next semester I will definitely
add this to my class discussions.

Effectiveness

I'surveyed the students at the end of the
semester and from their open-ended re-
sponses I discovered many benefits
from the students’ perspective. Students
learned from having to put concepts
into their own words and explanations.
They said they learned from their class-
mates and appreciated the extra ex-
amples that their classmates provided.
One student wrote that reading the wiki
was much better than something “writ-
ten by a professor.” They also learned
from collaborating (arguing?) with oth-
ers in the class and building on others’
material. Everyone was able to add
something to the text and felt owner-
ship of the finished product. The wiki
text was more relevant to the class than
a textbook might have been. Students
liked having the textbook for a quick
reference and also as a backup for a
missed class. The wiki text was helpful
during the final exam (open book and
take home format). Many students said
that the experience of working with a
wiki was exciting and fun. This also
provided them with an opportunity to
work as a team without the hassle of
finding a common meeting time. Work-
ing students always have difficulty
scheduling team meetings. And, of
course, the more practical students pre-
ferred the no-cost wiki over the textbook.
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I also asked students on a five-point
scale the following questions:

I would have preferred having an
assigned textbook in this class.

The students were neutral on this ques-
tion. The class was split.

I enjoyed using Wikispaces.

The majority of students agreed with this
statement.

I thought using Wikispaces was
stressful.

The majority of students did not think
the experience was stressful.

Wikispaces will provide a good text-
book substitute for the final.

The majority of students agreed with this
statement and several mentioned it to me
in class.

I cannot imagine ever using
Wikispaces or a similar concept in
my future.

I was pleased that a majority of students

disagreed with this statement.

From my perspective, the benefits
to students included learning to col-
laborate in an uncontrolled and un-
structured environment, using and
teaching yourself to use a new technol-
ogy, and learning by explaining con-
cepts to others—basically, teaching. I
strongly believe that the best way to
learn is to teach. Unfortunately, I can-
not say whether increased knowledge
of the subject matter was a benefit of this
innovation. The class demographics
were very different from previous
classes and comparisons cannot be
made. However, in theory, they should
have learned the material at least as well
as they would have using an assigned
textbook. Anecdotally, many students
evaluated the development of the wiki
textbook as a positive learning experi-
ence.

As with all innovations I have tried,
there are several problems that should
be addressed. How should accuracy be
controlled; by me or by the students?
When I discover errors in the wiki
should I: a) fix them, b) mention it to the
students or ¢) wait to see if the students
catch them on their own? Students were

frustrated by their lack of trust in the
accuracy of their work and I don’t yet
know how to deal with that. Certainly
that lack of trust is prudent when using
any Internet source and that may well
be what is learned. In comparing the
wiki developed text and open source
software a big difference occurs. In open
sourcing, editorial changes are not
anonymous and trust comes from repu-
tation (similar to the underlying theory
of EBay). In this classroom wiki,
changes are anonymous and no one
knows who said what. Trust cannot be
built on reputation and lack of trust be-
comes an issue. I think the solution is
more input from me to ensure that the
students trust what is written, at least
in the final version.

My plan is to use this class wiki
textbook with my class next semester.
Their responsibility will be to improve
upon it by editing errors and adding
clarification and examples. To view the
entire wiki, the Internet version is avail-
able on the Internet at http://
mba640.wikispaces.com/. As any text-
book author knows, errors are hard to
eliminate and multiple edits are re-
quired. Next semester we will produce
Edition Two.

Transferability

I believe that wikis could be used in al-
most any class, though perhaps not in
lieu of a textbook or to the extent that I
have used it in my MBA class. Any self-
motivating group working on a project
could use a wiki.

I also believe that the only down-
side to transferability lies in the mind
of the professor. Almost by definition,
professors have the power and control
in the classroom - the knowledge base
from which everything flows. We oper-
ate in a planned command and control
structure which would not allow for a
volunteer, unstructured wiki. It is very
difficult for me to hear students argu-
ing over the interpretation of a statisti-
cal tool and not want to immediately
jump into the discussion with a “con-
versation-ending” explanation. It is of-
ten the discussion that is the learning
tool—not the professor’s explanation. I

think that it is through the wiki collabo-
ration that students really learn the
material, not through reading a text and
listening to lectures. However, I do
know that many professors have a dif-
ficult time letting go of the control and
structure of the classroom and I think
this is the most critical barrier to imple-
mentation of wikis.

Online Resources

Class wiki textbook: http://
mba640.wikispaces.com/
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