

At-Risky Business: Empowering and Engaging At-Risk Youth Using a Wiki for Academic Service Learning

Kathryn Johnson
First Year Experience Program 
Northern Michigan University
United States
kathryjo@nmu.edu


Abstract: This paper examines the lessons learned from implementing an academic service learning project using a wiki to foster mentoring opportunities for at-risk students from two educational institutions.  Students on freshmen probation at a university mentored down to at-risk students at a high school about making the transition to university life and academics.  In a reciprocal relationship, the at-risk high school students in a career preparation class “mentored up” to the university students about employability skills.  The two groups interacted using a wiki.  Students were empowered by mentoring and learned valuable digital writing and collaboration skills throughout this innovative project.  This paper synthesizes results from two different sets of classes doing the same project one year apart and suggests a best practices model for future similar projects.  


Introduction

	Universities must be concerned with retaining students in order to keep the classroom doors open for intellectual pursuits and remain financially stable.  Authors such as Bedford and Durkee (1989) and Hyman (1995) synthesize the efforts of various universities to increase retention through programs that target a specific group of students.  In the past few decades, universities have been increasingly exploring innovative ways to engage students with academic service learning projects (Bringle and Hatcher, 1995).  In the 21st century, technology also plays an important role in keeping students engaged in their university coursework.  Wikis are one component of that technology.  While much has been researched and written separately about academic service learning and using wikis in the university classroom, combining the two is still largely unexplored.  For example, Guthrie and McCracken (2010) explore “service learning pedagogy in an online format” with interesting implications for courses that are entirely online. This brief study explores how one “brick and motor” classroom project engaged at-risk university freshmen probation students in an experimental class stemming from a retention initiative that successfully combined academic service learning and wiki technology.  
	
At-Risk University Freshmen Probation & High School Students

	As part of a new retention initiative, Northern Michigan University created a policy for at-risk freshmen probation students starting during the 2012-2013 academic year.  NMU defines the freshmen probation status as the students who were admitted with: 1) less than 12 credits; and 2) a high school GPA of less than 2.25 or ACT score lower than 19.  Students who successfully attain a GPA of 2.0 in 12 credit hours of 100-level courses or higher are removed from the status.  Students still on freshmen probation at the beginning of their second semester are required to take two courses – one in the English Department focused on writing and study skills and the other in the University Studies program focused on connecting the students to campus resources and promoting other skills such as time management and career readiness.  Both courses provide important academic interventions with tutoring and have clear objectives to boost the students’ skills necessary to succeed in university.  The students are placed into cohorts and attend their two required classes together as a group to foster relationships and build study support networks.  This paper focuses on the University Studies component.  During the Winter semester of 2013, six instructors with approximately twenty students each approached the course in very different ways. During the Winter 2014 semester, the numbers were significantly lower.  There were only two sections of ten students each.  This study explores one instructor’s approach to engaging these at-risk freshmen probation students using the same academic service learning project one year apart.  
As an experimental course offered for the first time, the instructor took several pedagogical risks in designing a semester long academic service learning project where the at-risk freshmen probation students mentored to a group of at-risk high school juniors and seniors using a joint wiki for the communication platform between the two groups. The high school students were determined to be at-risk due to their qualification to participate in the Jobs For America’s Graduates (JAG) program, which is a federally funded initiative housed in high schools across the country designed to boost career and employability skills of at-risk students. According to the JAG website mission statement, “JAG is committed to helping resolve our country's dropout and transition problems by expanding state organizations and local programs that help young people greatest at risk overcome barriers to graduation from high school and become college and career ready!”  (JAG, 2011)  The high school partner class was chosen for this academic services learning project based on several factors.  The students shared much in common with at-risk factors, the instructors enjoy collaborating with each other, and both instructors already had working knowledge of the other’s educational institution.  The two institutions are also located in the same city so that offered the possibility of face-to-face contact as well, although that rarely actually happened due to scheduling conflicts. 

The Academic Service Learning Project

The purpose of the project was to have the NMU freshmen mentor “down” about university campus support programs and the realities of life as a new university student while the high school students mentored “up” about career and employability skills.  This gave both groups a clear sense of ownership and motivation to share their expertise in their respective fields.  The wiki was a useful platform for that sharing of not just information, but experiences and opinions as well. 
PBWorks was chosen as the wiki due to the free access, ease of creating accounts, and the ability to limit membership which was especially important for the high school partner class.  Prior to each course beginning, the NMU instructor created folders on the wiki that served as a way to organize the semester’s worth of learning and mentoring.  Each class had their folder containing a blank page for each individual student’s introduction. Posting to the introduction was the first assignment for all of them so they could learn how to use the wiki while also getting to know each other.  There were also folders designed for course objectives.  For example, a folder for the NMU students was devoted to Campus Support Programs.  The NMU students researched a designated program (such as Counseling and Consultations Services, the Multi-Cultural Education Center, Financial Aid, etc) and interviewed someone from that office.  The NMU students then used the wiki as their visual presentation format.  This served several purposes: 1) It kept all the presentations in one format, in one place, that was accessible to everyone; 2) The NMU students used the wiki pages they created as their visual background for in-class presentations to their fellow NMU students similar to how they might with a PowerPoint or Prezi; and 3) It allowed for ongoing conversations with the high school students who posed questions about the programs.  Likewise, the high school students had their own folders for sharing tips about creating resumes, job search strategies, writing cover letters, interviewing skills, etc.  

Findings

The experiment was determined a success overall for both semesters based on quantitative and qualitative evidence.  Both instructors agree on several outcomes of the project including that all the students learned new digital writing skills, collaboration skills, and benefitted from the mentoring up and mentoring down relationships fostered by the wiki.  Shy students were willing to express themselves in writing in ways they would not verbally express in class.  Students at both levels appreciated the time and effort they spent teaching each other about their respective fields of expertise.  The NMU students were especially interested in helping future students avoid the obstacles of freshmen probation and here is where they felt most empowered. Most of the NMU students were unhappy about being forced into a class they would not otherwise choose to take so helping someone else avoid the same situation in the future was important to them.  The high school students especially valued the honest feedback they received from the NMU students about their specific questions related to making the transition to college such as navigating the financial aid system, dealing with a roommate, dorm food, etc.  
The high school students were most empowered when they provided their expert advice to the NMU students about creating and refining resumes.  During one of the few face-to-face contact hours, the high school students lead a resume workshop for the NMU freshmen. The high school students modeled professionalism by dressing for success, explained step by step directions for how to get started creating a resume, and provided a useful packet filled with sample formats and verbiage that could be easily tailored. After the initial resume workshop, the NMU freshmen posted their resumes to the wiki where the high school JAG students critiqued the work, providing effective suggestions to improve each and every resume.  The JAG students shined and were most empowered as they applied their knowledge about resumes to help each of the NMU students.
The students provided valuable quantitative and qualitative evidence of the successes as well. As shown in the table below, the NMU students responded positively to the wiki project. This is specifically demonstrated with the results to the third question where 100% of the students either “agree” or “somewhat agree” that “the wiki allows for communication with students outside of the classroom with our service learning project.” While the questions did not ask about the value of the communication or the project in general, it does show that the wiki was an effective platform for the communication.  Interestingly, the students did not always recognize they learned new digital writing skills as shown in the first question.  This is surprising because not a single NMU student had ever used a wiki prior to this academic service learning project.  Understanding why nearly ¼ of them did not think they learned a new digital writing skill would be worth future study.  The results from the second question indicate that most students readily learned how to navigate around the wiki.  This author suspects that those who disagreed about the ease of use of the wiki were probably the students with inconsistent attendance and missed the first sessions about how to use a wiki. 

Table of NMU Student Survey Results (Combined both semesters)


Agree
Somewhat Agree
Somewhat Disagree
Disagree
1. I learned a new digital writing skill by using the wiki.     
40%
37%
18%
5%
2. The wiki was easy to learn how to use.
45%
41%
14%

3. The wiki allows for communication with students outside of the classroom with our service learning project.
68%
32%


Table 1.  This table combines anonymous NMU student survey results from both semesters.

Qualitatively, most NMU students found value in the mentoring project.  NMU students wrote a reflective paper about their academic service learning project at the end of each semester.  The following quotes demonstrate what the students found most valuable about the project: 

“Making Wiki introductions was a fun process. I really enjoyed reading everyone’s final product and getting to know my classmates on a deeper level. I also enjoyed the creativity and personal elements that the JAG students included in their introductions. They seemed to tap on different aspects of their lives in their introduction, and it was very refreshing to open an introduction and not know what to expect. Sending the JAG students resume and interview questions was also an enjoyable experience. I enjoyed the idea that the UN 295 and JAG students were able to provide as well as receive information from the other party. Overall, the interactions with the JAG students were very fun and creative, yet formal and informational. I am grateful for this experience because I learned a lot from it.”

“I believe that service learning has a very relevant importance on my personal education. I am not going to college to sit in a classroom and take lecture notes all day. I am going to college to broaden my intellectual level inside and outside of the classroom. I think that this project does an excellent job of providing students with many paths to approaching the same concept. This is very cool because it allows for a larger margin of student growth and understanding.”

“I know that I had a ton of questions when I was in high school and I really never had many of them answered. It wasn’t hard to find my way but, it sure would have been nice to ask my random questions to someone who experiencing what I would soon be experiencing. It feels good to be able to share what I’ve learned so far this year with someone who will really appreciate my advice. I hope the best to the JAG students and I’m happy that I could be of assistance.”

These NMU student quotes demonstrate they found value in the relationships that were created, the exchange of information, the mentoring, and using the wiki to facilitate that mentoring.  Mentoring up and down benefits most students, especially those who were part of the entire process.  

Conclusions and Suggestions for Future Research

Data Gathering:  This project was not intended to be turned into a study so the data gathered was initially purely for the NMU instructor’s knowledge about students perceptions working with the wiki. If such a project were to be similarly replicated, a revised survey should include quantitative data gathering student perceptions about the value of the mentoring project and not just the technology. Specific feedback from the high school students was not gathered because the instructors would have needed to obtain parental consent. Several students in the JAG program did not have stable home situations so the instructors chose not to place any kind of additional burden on them.  In the future, this would be worth exploring to provide a well-rounded set of data about the project outcomes from multiple viewpoints.  
Project v. curriculum balance:  Both instructors had difficulty working the wiki into existing curriculum plans.  Several unexpected events, especially numerous snow days, impacted the time available to accomplish class curriculum on both sides.  The wiki ended up taking a back seat in most cases to other assignments that had a larger impact on the students’ grades.  This applies to both classes and both semesters.  If a similar project were repeated, the students’ grades should reflect the time it takes to make a project successful on a semester-long scale.  While the low stakes component of grading was valuable for an experiment, it also meant reducing the class time spent on it.  
Communication:  As with any project, communicating with the partner was essential.  This meant extra work for both instructors but insured that they had clear expectations about what would be placed onto the wiki and helped managed the time.  The instructors regularly communicated with each other via email, telephone, and text messages to keep the other apprised of necessary changes.  The difficulties with timing required both instructors to exercise flexibility and explain to their respective classes the realities of managing an experimental project which made for great discussions about their lives after high school and university.  
Wiki Access:  The high school students only ever used the wiki during their designated JAG class due to many not having technology access at home.  The JAG instructor also chose to limit their login access by only having one login that the entire class used.  Both of these impacted the overall outcome of the project.  While the decision to limit the login access was understandable since the JAG instructor did not always “trust” the students, it restricted their individuality and created confusion when they did not label their posts with their names.  The NMU students frequently did not know who they were writing back to.  Creating a separate login for each student is recommended for future projects.  
At-risk attendance issues: Consistent class attendance was an obstacle for both classes during both semesters.  This resulted in some students knowing how to use the wiki while others did not.  Creating a “how-to” document with directions students can use separately to get caught up would be advised for the future.    
Take risks: All students are surely worthy of a pedagogical risk when the intended outcome is beneficial to the academic and emotional growth of the students.  This entirely experimental project was worth every obstacle encountered.  This instructor hopes it may inspire others to take similar pedagogical risks to empower and engage the youth in the pursuit of their intellectual development.  


References

Bedford, M. H., and Durkee, P. E. (1989). Retention: Some more ideas. NASPA Journal
27: 168-171.

Bringle, R. G., and Hatcher, J.A. (1995). A Service-Learning Curriculum for Faculty. 
Michigan Journal of Community Service-Learning. Fall, Article 12: 112-122.

Guthrie, K.L., and McCracken, H. (2010). Making a difference online: Facilitating service-learning through distance education. Internet and Higher Education. 13: 153-157.

Hyman, R. E. (1995). Creating campus partnerships for student success. College and
University 71: 2-8.

Jobs For America’s Graduates (JAG). (2011). http://www.jag.org/" http://www.jag.org/ Accessed on May 2, 2014. 



