
TODO: Lisa will edit this and add her info

Collaboration in the education domain takes many different points of view. Some feel that collaboration among students leads to cheating, while others feel that it increases the amount of knowledge a student can gain. Gerhard Fischer, a computer science professor at the University of Colorado,  explained, “I don’t think Collaboration is necessary in all cases…but members of a group can discuss a problem with each other to help each other to further their understanding of a specific subject.” 

Further interviews with other professors at the University of Colorado lead to the conclusion that collaboration is desirable but not mandatory. Lecture based classroom have worked for many years, but collaboration has shown promise to help students learn from each other (Diwan).

Computers have played a new role in students lives with the advent of numerous new tools that attempt to allow for better collaboration among students and their peers.
One such tool is Called WebCT, created by the Blackboard Company. WebCT allows professors and students to post notes, upload assignments, discuss questions on a message board in a structured online website. Although WebCT has been found to be very useful by many Professors, the rigidity of WebCT was found to be its largest problem. It offers little customization and therefore was not suited to accomplish many of the tasks that the instructors wanted.

Another collaboration tool is called a Wiki. “A Wiki is a type of website that allows anyone visiting the site to add, to remove, or otherwise to edit all content, very quickly and easily, sometimes without the need for registration. This ease of interaction and operation makes a Wiki an effective tool for collaborative writing.(Wiki)” This tool was found to be extremely useful and allowed for students to create their own environment and collaborate asynchronously(Fischer). However, one instructor pointed out an issue that quickly arises when using a wiki. Sebastian De La Chica, an User Interface instructor at the University of Colorado,  explained “with swikis [a form of a wiki] the content looks disorganized, its grows organically so it is painful to look at in the aftermath(De La Chica).”

After talking to a number of professors as well as using  the tools listed above and many others an overall problem became apparent. All of these tools weren’t used until the professor made its use mandatory, but then quickly after the tool was abandoned. It appears that these tools fail because of a “cycle of abandonment”. This cycle is as follows: a student decides to write a message to his/her fellow students, none of the students read it or respond, that student abandons using that tool and when another student tries to write a message the cycle continues until the tool becomes a wasteland of useless information. 
For any collaboration tool to be successful this cycle must be broken, by either the professor or fellow students. Then the tools true ability to liberate the students and allow them to collaborate with one another can be reached.

A new technology that has been emerging n many classrooms is the addition of interactive classroom technologies, such as the HITT (Hyper Interactive Teaching Technology) lovingly known as “clickers”. “Clickers” allow for students to answer questions during class by using a remote control-like device that allows them to answer a multiple choice question. This allows for the professor to get a good status on how well the class is understanding the material, as well as offers some time during class to collaborate and discuss questions with one another. However, “clickers” are not without their problems. “Clickers” only offer questions that are multiple choice, so questions that have no discrete right answer cannot be covered. Also, it has been noted that clickers usefulness rise with class size(Fischer). 

Another way of introducing collaboration into the classroom does not use any tools at all. Instead it is a new type of teaching style. Professor Amir Diwan, a computer science professor at the University of Colorado, teaches uses a method he calls a “conversational classroom”. The method of teaching involves students to lead the discussion rather then the professor, with the professor steering the conversation every so often and helping the students better understand the topics. This method of teaching allows students to work with one another and to learn from each others knowledge. Although Diwan did warn that the conversations do have to be curtailed to move towards the necessary subjects to avoid tangents that lead to discussions to far from topic.(Diwan)
Hopefully this will lead well into Malte’s discussion about teaching techniques.
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