
Promoting collaboration among developing teachers in asynchronous virtual learning 
environments: are wikis the way forward? 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The first part of this assignment critically reviews the literature on collaboration within 
asynchronous virtual learning environments (VLEs).  It attempts to highlight the factors involved 
in achieving successful online collaboration, and then identifies the implications of current 
research for a programme of continuing professional development (CPD) within a wiki platform.   

The second part is a personal reflection on my own learning online: specifically, it reflects on my 
recent experience of using a wiki to participate in a collaborative enquiry exploring approaches to 
online CPD.  This reflection uses for its framework Garrison et al.’s coding template (2000), 
making reference to some of the factors identified in Part 1 as key to successful collaboration.  In 
Part 2, further implications are drawn for a wiki-based programme of CPD. 

 

PART 1: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Context: the need for online continuing professional development 

British Council Hong Kong encourages teachers to engage in CPD, and Learning Technologies, 
now one of five core teaching competencies, is viewed as a key area for such development.  
Traditionally, staff training in learning technologies has taken the form of in-house training 
sessions (INSETs), longer courses, held outside the British Council, or self-study using journals.  
INSETs, the most frequently used means of collaborative CPD, are often ineffective on several 
levels.  First, differing working patterns mean some teachers are unable to attend synchronous 
face-to-face training events as often as they would like to.  Second, those that do attend may feel 
reluctant to contribute ideas or seek clarification on content they have not understood.  They may 
feel their opinions are not valid. Third, even if open communication does take place, it is likely to 
occur in relatively short bursts, almost entirely orally, with little scope for careful critical thinking, 
reflection or meaningful learning.  Finally, though post-session reflection may sometimes be 
encouraged, through the use of handouts, there is no guarantee that teachers will read them, 
internalise the content of the INSET, or successfully apply the ideas from the session in their 
teaching practice.    

Much of the research suggests that making CPD available to teachers online within a VLE would 
help address these issues.  Collis et al. (1997) outline numerous ways that an “integrated 
computer environment” can offer enhanced flexibility, not only with regard to time and place, but 
also in accessing learning materials and the social and instructional organisation of learning 
(208).   

Focusing on text-based computer conferencing, Garrison et al. (2000) highlight the potential of 
asynchronous communication in encouraging the “development and practice of higher-order 
thinking skills” within a community of enquiry (91) and find theoretical support for this in 
Applebee (1984), Fulwiler (1987) and White (1993, quoted in Ibid.: 90).  Unlike traditional, oral, 
interaction, text-based communication provides ample time for reflection on and internalisation of 
concepts (Ibid.: 90).  Furthermore, text-based communication, within a VLE might be seen as 
preferable to face-to-face communication as a medium for sharing more intimate information or 
challenging opinions as part of CPD, as it provides control over self presentation and the pace and 
content of an interaction (Walther 1996, quoted in Joinson 2004: 480).  It may be more 
conducive to genuine exchanges of ideas than traditional face-to-face training.  However, before 
implementing a CPD programme within a VLE, it is important to determine the preconditions for 
successful collaborative enquiry in a text-based environment. 

 



Identifying the preconditions for successful collaboration within a text-based VLE: 
cognitive, social and teaching presence 

Cognitive presence is taken to mean “the extent to which the participants in … [a] community of 
enquiry are able to construct meaning through sustained communication” (Garrison et al.: 89).  It 
is essential for critical thinking, one of the aforementioned goals of CPD.  By its very nature, 
asynchronous text-based communication is ideally suited to promote this, with research showing 
that computer conferencing participants are more likely to “[bring] in outside material, and [link] 
ideas to solutions” (Newman, Webb and Cochrane 1997, in Ibid.: 93) and engage in “convergent, 
in-depth thinking” (Ibid.: 93). 

For Garrison et al., social presence is “the ability of participants in the Community of Enquiry to 
project their personal characteristics into the Community, thereby presenting themselves to the 
other participants as ‘real people’” (Ibid.: 89).  Though ostensibly a support for cognitive 
presence, facilitating critical thinking, it has a more fundamental role in an enquiry, namely, 
making the interaction enjoyable and personally fulfilling for participants, and thereby 
encouraging them to remain active members of the group.  It is integral to the success of 
collaborative learning. 

Vygotsky (1978) conceives of learning as “an interactive, group process, in which learners 
actively construct knowledge and then build upon that knowledge through the exchange of ideas 
with others” (in Richardson and Swan 2003: 81). Slavin, too, concludes that interaction among 
participants is critical in learning and cognitive development (1995).  Therefore, as well as merely 
presenting information and materials to developing teachers, online CPD must also take care to 
incorporate the social aspects of learning in its design and instruction (Richardson and Swan 
2003: 81).  

Teaching presence is defined as “the design, facilitation and direction of cognitive and social 
processes for the purpose of realising personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile 
learning outcomes” (Anderson et al. 2001: 5).  In communities of enquiry, such as online CPD, all 
three functions could, conceivably, be performed by participants themselves (Garrison et al. 
2000: 89-90).  Members of the group would select, organise and present content, as well as 
develop learning activities, and responsibility for facilitating learning would also be shared.  Not 
only would the role of the “trainer” become that of facilitator (Anderson: 14); it would become a 
collective one, assumed by different participants at different stages of their development.  In this 
scenario the distinct elements of social and teaching presence might become blurred. 

Regardless of who “facilitates” the learning process, much research suggests that fruitful 
collaboration depends heavily on the whole online community demonstrating an understanding of 
learner differences and being ready to respond to participants’ individual needs (Tu 2001, Salmon 
2003, Dewiyanti et al. 2007, Zorko 2009).  Exploring Chinese learners’ perceptions of computer-
mediated communication (CMC), Tu (2001) outlines three dimensions of social presence: social 
context, online communication, and interactivity.  Social context, he contends, an individual’s 
perception of the CMC environment informed by deep-rooted cultural norms and the user’s 
distinct personal characteristics, cannot easily be altered.  However, interactivity and online 
communication may be cultivated, thereby increasing presence (Ibid.: 48).  Interactivity, Tu 
suggests, can be enhanced by participants introducing themselves and establishing a supportive, 
welcoming environment.  Users should be encouraged to post; should not feel embarrassed to 
ask for help, and should be given the opportunity to “share their cultures” in an atmosphere of 
mutual trust (Ibid.: 49, 56).  Salmon echoes this, stressing the importance of individual needs in 
motivation and socialisation in the early stages of her model (2003: 29-37). Asynchronous online 
communication, already challenging for non-native English speakers, and particularly “cold and 
unfriendly” for Chinese people, who rely on non-verbal channels more than other cultural groups, 
similarly, requires an effort on the part of all participants to ensure it is “warm” and “personal” 
(Tu 2001: 55).  Since one objective of the planned online CPD programme is to develop links with 
local Chinese teachers, care must be taken to maximise social presence, with a mutual 
understanding of needs and all participants being able to articulate them.  



Nevertheless, there is much in the literature to suggest that non-native speakers, regardless of 
cultural background, could benefit from asynchronous text-based CMC because it affords 
participants more time to read, reflect on and compose messages (Richardson et al. 2003: 69).  
In addition, asynchronous communication allows Chinese participants to “manipulate their 
images” and “facilitate face-saving” (Tu 2001: 53), thus increasing their confidence to 
collaborate.  Though this might, conceivably, diminish social presence, concealing or allowing 
users to shape personal identities would create more equal opportunities for participation 
(Richardson et al. 2003: 69).  Equal participation is itself a prerequisite for successful 
collaboration (Salmon, 2003: 166, Dewiyanti et al. 2007: 514). 

Group size, too, is likely to determine the success of online collaboration.  Dewiyanti et al. (2007) 
suggest that collaborating in small groups makes it easier to stimulate non-active participants, 
and promotes an increased sense of presence and engagement, leading to enhanced satisfaction; 
satisfaction, in turn, has repercussions on how students work together.  This suggests that 
developing teachers would benefit from forming “break-out” groups within the wider learning 
environment, particularly if this provides them with greater autonomy to structure their own 
development.  Small groups, Dewiyanti et al. argue, can maintain the collaboration process more 
effectively, as they are better able to set targets and ground rules, determine their learning 
content, support each other and resolve internal conflicts (2007: 514).   

Much of the literature highlights the importance of tasks requiring a finished product as a 
motivating factor in online collaboration (Murphy 2004; Dewiyanti et al. 2007).  Though by its 
very nature CPD involves a process of ongoing collaboration rather than a project with a finite 
lifespan, products or goals could still be agreed on to provide extra motivation in this context.  
These might include conference presentations, academic articles or screencasts demonstrating 
the effectiveness of the learning environment and the collaboration. 

 

Choosing a platform for online collaboration: the affordances of wikis and important 
considerations for implementing them 

For many authors, wikis seem ideally suited to collaborative learning using a constructivist 
approach (Choy and Ng 2007, Elgort et al. 2008, Zorko 2009, Judd et al. 2010).  Without 
requiring great technical knowledge on their part, a wiki offers a limitless number of users the 
capacity to create, edit, expand, and restructure content (Choy and Ng 2007, Zorko 2009). 
Information and resources of all kinds, including weblinks, documents and multimedia, can be 
accessed anywhere, at any time; and everything shared instantly becomes visible and available 
to everyone.  It allows “democratic participation” and the freedom to change anything is 
“empowering”.  It is also transformative, since using a wiki helps users change their knowledge 
constructions and develop a deeper understanding of concepts through “transformative dialogue” 
(Zorko 2009: 649).   

For Judd et al., wikis are radically different from earlier asynchronous CMC.  Unlike discussion 
boards, wikis allow for non-linear interaction patterns: edits can be undone, content may be 
hyperlinked, and more than one person can contribute to authoring and publishing specific 
content (Judd et al. 2010: 341).  Since changes are logged, participants can identify authors, 
monitor contributions, and track the editing process in close to real time.  Elgort et al. also 
maintain that participation in a wiki goes beyond mere “discussion” in that it requires participants 
to demonstrate their understanding through actively applying it (2008: 198).  It encourages not 
only communication within a learning environment, but something altogether new: the 
collaborative construction and development of a learning environment.   

Participating in a wiki could provide a structure supporting a “community of practice” model of 
learning (Wenger 1998, quoted in Choy and Ng 2007) in which individuals develop a repertoire of 
shared practices together, and, through sharing their unique experiences, contribute to the 
knowledge of the group (Choy and Ng 2007).  In this way, a wiki thus becomes “both the site of 
participation and the artefact that acts as a record of that community’s practices” (Ibid.: 211).  



Such a record might then serve as a “product” of collaboration, satisfying Dewiyanti et al.’s 
(2007) above-mentioned criterion.   

Elgort et al. echo this, arguing that collaboration within a wiki is more likely to succeed due to the 
medium’s potential for “positive inter-dependence”: individual success is linked to that of the 
group and responsibility for success is shared.  Since notifications and tracking make both the 
quality and quantity of an individual’s contributions more apparent, they encourage participation 
(Elgort et al. 2008: 197). Over time, this leads to equal participation rather than a small number 
of members dominating, as often happens in face-to-face discussions.  Being able to add, delete, 
and edit as well as comment on content asynchronously makes it possible for non-native 
speakers and “quieter” participants to contribute meaningfully to a collaborative project.   

Rather than passively “using” the wiki, participants actively create content: all interaction adds to 
the final result, and the community of users fulfils the role of “teaching presence”, designing 
tasks, keeping content “on topic” and ensuring that the collaborative project is completed. 

Yet, arguably, a wiki cannot be seen as a finished product: while it might function as a 
“knowledge repository”, this body of knowledge continues to grow, through the contributions of 
future participants (Elgort et al.: 199).  Given that the proposed collaboration is one of continuing 
professional development, as opposed to a finite period of study, the existence of such a body of 
knowledge might well encourage future participants to join: not as mere visitors, but as new 
contributors and editors, furthering the collaborative project.  

Regardless of their intended purpose, research demonstrates that wikis do not, in themselves, 
impose collaboration, however much their functionality may facilitate it.  Based on their largely 
unsuccessful experience, Choy and Ng (2007) suggest that effective use of a wiki depends heavily 
on learners’ preparedness for and awareness of their roles in a collaborative learning 
environment.  First, participants need guidance and support: in spite of the apparent user-
friendliness of wikis, potential technical difficulties should not be overlooked.  Second, it should 
be made explicit that a wiki is not merely a tool for administration and communication.  To this 
end, Choy and Ng suggest a face-to-face briefing session before online collaboration begins, as 
well as an icebreaker activity, demonstrating the affordances of the wiki (Ibid.: 223).  Elgort et 
al. (2008), too, recommend the use of synchronous CMC by wiki participants to aid socialisation.  
In the context of online CPD, though face-to-face meetings could be held, technical support might 
also be provided via screencasts, which would simultaneously highlight the capabilities of the 
wiki.  Developing teachers seeking to learn more about the medium would most likely benefit 
from engaging in socialisation activities within the wiki. 

Judd et al (2010) underscore the need to design and implement tasks for the wiki that 
correspond to the activities learners perform outside it: authentic, collaborative tasks that utilise 
the affordances of the wiki are not only motivating, but also aid the development of a “culture of 
collaborative working” (Ibid.: 352).  This demands more than initial socialisation: what is required 
is sustained discussion, in which participants can comment on every stage of the collaboration 
(Ibid.: 352).  In achieving this, Zorko (2009) calls for clear organisation, including the 
opportunity for participants to form individual groups within the wiki (Ibid.: 657).  Groups should 
have their own pages and identities, although all work should be visible and accessible to allow 
other groups to learn by comparing it with their own (Ibid.: 657): an added affordance of the 
wiki, yet one depending on careful implementation.  In a CPD context, such groups might form 
organically, with teachers collaborating according to levels or age groups taught.  In any case, 
smaller group sizes would permit more coordinated editing, in addition to the more general 
benefits outlined in the previous section.     

In their analysis of where wikis have failed to encourage collaboration, Judd et al. (2010) cite lack 
of interest in technology as a possible explanation.  However, given that they are participating 
precisely in order to further their development in educational technologies, teachers are more 
likely to find using a wiki motivating, and an opportunity for loop input, “a specific type of teacher 
training process that involves an alignment of the process and content of learning” (Woodward 
2003).   



Lack of assessment, too, is suggested as a contributing factor in unsuccessful collaboration within 
a wiki (Zorko 2009, Judd et al. 2010).  Yet assessment would not need to take on a formal role in 
the context of CPD: teachers could, theoretically, assess themselves and their peers by judging 
the success of their online teaching, but they would be motivated more by their desire to develop 
and the opportunity to receive advice from their peers than any formal assessment.  
Furthermore, research focusing on higher education contexts indicates that assessing 
collaboration results in many learners doing just the bare minimum needed to pass.  In the 
context of CPD, motivation would be intrinsic, not instrumental. 

Ultimately, what are needed are more studies of wiki-based collaboration in a CPD context.  What 
follows is not intended as an attempt at such a study: rather, it is a personal reflection on specific 
stages of a collaborative enquiry conducted in a higher education context.  Nevertheless, given 
that the enquiry was carried out within a wiki, and explored online teacher training, it may prove 
instructive in planning and developing a programme of collaborative, wiki-based CPD. 

 



PART 2: REFLECTIONS ON A COLLABORATIVE ENQUIRY INTO ONLINE CPD FOR EDUC 
70050 

Garrison et al. (2000)’s indicators for identifying and assessing cognitive, social and teaching 
presence in an asynchronous, text-based VLE are helpful in analysing the contributions made to 
the initial group page on 70050.pbworks.com and the resultant group wiki: 
70050group1.pbworks.com.  Each indicator is in italics. 

Establishing discussion groups, an indicator of teaching presence (Ibid.: 101), was evident during 
the initial group wiki stage, when Diane suggested subdividing into smaller groups: 

For the moment I've left this as a larger group thinking you might sub divide but no 
compulsion … Yes this is getting bigger by the day :-) Do you need a hand in organising?  
Looks like there are some ideas for specific responses to the PD need eg video, wiki. 
[70050.pbworks.com/Group1: Diane, comments] 

Diane’s immediacy was, perhaps, instrumental in our decision to subdivide, autonomously, into 
two groups.  This was accomplished using both the main body of the page and comments: 

So, if others are interested in this more specific area, we could create a sub- group. If not, 
I'll join you … I wonder whether we should then go ahead and create a page for sub group 
1. Diane? [70050.pbworks.com/Group1: Nergiz, comments] 

It looks as though we have a good range of training ideas and plenty of scope for 
collaboration within a smaller group of 4 or 5. [70050.pbworks.com/Group1: David G, 
main page] 

We're interested in promoting online professional development by motivating teachers to 
use asynchronous tools (how to and what for) … David D and Nergiz are forming a PLN 
sub group – hope I haven't missed anyone out! [70050.pbworks.com/Group1: Fiona, main 
page] 

In this way, teaching presence, evidenced in initial organisation, was shared.  It succeeded in 
being so, rather than tutor-led, due to Diane’s reassuring yet unobtrusive guidance, offered 
sparingly, only when needed: 

Hopefully this should be a nice division under the overarching PD umbrella … Hi folks - are 
you all ok in your group/sub groups? … If you need me, I am likely to be online … Just 
email if necessary :-)” [70050.pbworks.com/Group1: Diane, comments] 

Several indicators of social presence were evident in the early “organising” discussion on 
70050.pbworks.com/Group1.  David D’s initial self-disclosure aided online socialisation, 
encouraging others to share “feelings … experiences and interests”, which in turn created 
“increased trust, support, and a sense of belonging” (Garrison et al. 2000: 100).  In this 
environment people could be open in communicating (Ibid.: 100) their own perceived lack of 
experience: 

I am not a teacher but I am trying to be [70050.pbworks.com/Group1: Remigius, main 
page] 

I don’t have experience of teacher training … so I’m not that clear on the practical side of 
training and what problems can come up [70050.pbworks.com/Group1: Sue, main page] 

Humour, too, was apparent, such as when Tomas bemoaned the excesses of online censorship in 
China: 

If I want to share a video tutorial … I need to download it first and then upload it on a 
local server because YouTube is banned.  So, there is a lot work to do  
[70050.pbworks.com/Group1: Tomas, main page] 



It was, perhaps, the affordances of the wiki that fostered mutual awareness.  Receiving 
notifications of comments helped students and Diane to respond promptly, using the “reply” 
feature to “[refer] explicitly to the content of others’ messages” (Garrison et al. 2000: 100).  
Being able to edit and add to a shared page (a feature unique to wikis) allowed participants to 
address specific parts of other people’s messages, interspersing them with “interpersonal 
support, encouragement, and acceptance” and “relevant and constructive comments” (Ibid.: 
100): 

However, this will work for those who are motivated [Remigius].  Good point.  So – how 
can we motivate teachers to use an asynchronous VLE in their own time? [David G]  Yes, a 
challenge! [Fiona]  In the actual sense of my comment, it was not intended that it will be 
in my (our) power to motivate teachers [Remigius, from 70050.pbworks.com/Group1] 

Our initial interaction, then, was characterised by “the contextualised and personalised dialogues 
that are essential to knowledge construction” (Garrison et al. 2000: 101).  Yet it was not merely 
social presence that helped “build and sustain a sense of group commitment” (Ibid.: 101): we 
were aware of deadlines; and anxious, perhaps, to create a “finished product” for other groups.  
Finished product or ongoing process, I also saw the enquiry as leading towards my Final 
Assignment (instrumental motivation); as well as a genuinely developmental tool that could help 
me improve my emerging CPD wiki (intrinsic motivation).   

Having surmounted the initial “state of dissonance or unease” caused by the triggering events 
(Garrison et al. 2000: 98) of needing to subgroup and agree on a topic of collaborative enquiry 
(an indicator of cognitive presence), our new group faced new cognitive challenges: conducting 
the enquiry itself, and creating a presentation for other students on EDUC 70050. 

During the collaborative enquiry itself, though invited to 70050group1.pbworks.com, Diane 
assumed an even less obtrusive role, enabling teaching presence to be fully shared among all six 
group members.  However, much of the preliminary instructional management, including our 
decision to conduct the enquiry within a wiki with separate pages reflecting on our individual 
contexts, was carried out via Adobe Connect, a synchronous medium.  Moreover, only four group 
members were present in the discussion. 

Nevertheless, our first face-to-face meeting was instrumental in building understanding: “creating 
an effective group consciousness for the purpose of sharing meaning, identifying areas of 
agreement and disagreement, and generally seeking to reach consensus and understanding” 
(Ibid: 101).  It allowed for direct instruction, too, with Fiona summarising the concept of loop 
input, as it applied to our enquiry, and me outlining the affordances of a wiki as a platform for 
collaborative, experiential learning. 

I feel that the success of this meeting was largely attributable to an element that had been 
lacking from my initial text-based exchanges with Fiona within 70050.pbworks.com: recognition 
(Ibid.: 100).  I found it difficult to explain some of my early ideas for the enquiry in text form, 
and this had led to misunderstandings, such as:  

I envisage it as part of “blended training”. [David G] 

I think we need to be aware of the collaborative task focus David G which is online not 
f2f. [Fiona] 

Sorry for not being clear about that.  I just meant that in my own context … the online 
professional development would be combined with face-to-face training sessions.  For this 
collaborative task I'm committed to working on the online part!  I'm just keen for 
everyone to do something that relates to their immediate context. [David G]   

Sorry  [Fiona, all from 70050.pbworks.com/Group1: main page] 



I had found the exchange frustrating: having spent considerable time attempting to summarise 
our discussion, and move it forward, this part of my post had been misconstrued and the rest of 
it seemed to have been ignored.  I then felt reluctant to contribute to the remainder of the 
discussion. 

Meeting Fiona face-to-face in Adobe Connect completely changed this impression and gave me 
the confidence to put forward my suggestions for the wiki: undoubtedly our smiles, eye contact, 
and other non-verbal means of establishing and maintaining social presence (Ibid.: 100) were 
critical in helping us build a fruitful online relationship, as shown here in this subsequent 
exchange: 

This is great David – thanks & well done. What a very productive morning we had 
synchronously and what's really great is that we've combined operations by linking this 
collaborative task to what we're all actively doing in our contexts anyway. Thanks again.  
[70050group1.pbworks.com: Fiona, comments] 

Cheers Fiona. Let's add our ideas to our pages and see what ideas about online CPD 
emerge over the next couple of days! [70050group1.pbworks.com: David, comments] 

Having established greater social presence, we were able to share and maintain teaching 
presence without the support of a tutor, and better equipped to deal with the cognitive challenges 
of the presentation.   

Using a wiki allowed some discussion of ambiguities (Ibid.: 98), such as how, if at all, loop input 
differed from experiential learning, and, whether this distinction was important to our enquiry.  
Since it allowed us to add links to the Sidebar, and our own pages, the wiki afforded exploration 
(Ibid.: 102) of screencasting; notifications from PBworks enabled us to see how tools and 
concepts were being integrated and applied (Ibid.: 102) on individual pages, which in turn helped 
connect (Ibid.: 102) our ideas on the homepage.  

Nevertheless, a further synchronous meeting, this time involving only three group members, was 
needed to make key organisational decisions: how to present individual reflections and 
screencasts; and then integrate them under an umbrella of “interrogating the decisions of tutors-
as-course-designers” (Slaouti and Fay 2006) in which we combined our “personal worlds” with 
the “shared world” (Garrison et al. 2000: 92).  Following the meeting, the wiki helped us draw in 
less active participants and acknowledge their contributions (Ibid.: 101).  Although it had become 
a “finished product” for the purposes of our presentation, participants, including members of 
other groups, had the chance to visit and continue developing the learning environment. 

Our enquiry benefited from the presence of some of the above-mentioned general factors 
required for successful collaboration, including smaller group size, an awareness of individual 
needs, and opportunities for participants to explore their own contexts; interactivity; warm, 
friendly, online communication; and the need for a “finished product”, a coherent presentation, 
which proved motivating, even without it being assessed.	  

Successful collaboration also resulted from specific affordances of the wiki discussed in Part 1, 
most notably the capacity to share resources of all kinds within an individual, customisable space; 
the freedom to develop the environment in a democratic and transparent way and maintain a 
record of the development process, through notifications and tracking; positive interdependence, 
meaning all individual success was linked to that of the group; non-linear editing, allowing non-
native speakers and “quieter” participants to contribute meaningfully to a collaborative project; 
and the sense that this project would continue to grow through the contributions of other groups 
and the tutor; it need not be considered “finished”.  Ultimately though, as in many of the 
experiences reviewed in Part 1, collaboration depended on our use of synchronous CMC: to aid 
socialisation, inject teaching presence, and resolve fundamental cognitive issues.  Despite the 
differing context, this has profound implications for my emerging programme of wiki-based online 
CPD.  I hope to reflect on this at a later stage.
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