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Introduction

New Internet technologies, such as FURL, Flickr, MySpace, YouTube, Wikis, Blogs, Pod Casting, RSS Feeds, and Immersive Environments are creating networked social environments, providing new tools for creating personal learning environments, and opening new possibilities for collaboration and social constructivist environments within educational and corporate settings (Dalsgaard, 2006; van Harmelen, n.d.).  One technology often put forward as a medium for collaboration on tasks that "involve teamwork, complexity, and deliberation" (Andersen, 2004; p.14) and a "natural tool for distance education (DE)" (Schwartz, Clark, Cossarin, & Rudolph, 2004) is the Wiki.  This essay examines the strengths and weaknesses of the Wiki and discusses its application in K-12.
Strengths and Weaknesses
A Wiki is a collaborative web site.  A Wiki server much like a web server provides the functionality of the Wiki.  At the minimum it provides simplified browser based access, by people, to openly create, edit, and maintain a group of web pages for their intended purpose.  This ability to collaboratively create a web page/site and populate it with an informational or knowledge base, without the need to know about web development, frees the creative and interactive capacity of individuals.  The relative ease of use, ready accessibility, and collaborative nature of a Wiki are its primary strengths.  
The main weakness of Wiki technology is inherent in its strengths.  Wikis provide a horizontal authorship as opposed to a top down one, and allow the creators to usurp normal authoring practices, giving rise to problems of authentication and control (Fountain, 2006).  As Fountain points out, Wikis "circumvent traditional power/knowledge relations… [and] enact knowledge building with and for others".  This gives rise to key issues of quality control: validity and correctness of information, writing style and appropriate language, vandalism, disputes, and assessing relative worth (The Wiki Group, 2006).  Within a K-12 educational setting these are serious considerations.  In its simplest form, Wiki is a text based system and lacks the other tools that are oft required for collaboration: drawing tools, concept mapping, formatting.   
Discussion

Although Wiki technology is relatively easy to use, it does have a learning curve, and to move beyond merely text on the screen, an even steeper learning curve.  This creates an impediment to the implementation of Wikis at K-12.  While experience with personal technologies (like Blogs) is exponentially increasing among K-12 students, experience with collaborative tools is limited.  There is insufficient knowledge base among K-12 in the use of Wikis to implement them without requiring students to learn the technology, resulting in the danger of cognitive overload for weaker students already struggling with course content.
Educators do not grab technology and look for an educational activity rather they create a collaborative activity and seek appropriate tools for its implementation.  Collaborative activities require considerable forethought, design, and preparation, and the integration of Wiki technology requires even greater pedagogical planning on the part of the K-12 educator.  Limited experience among K-12 educators with this technology dictates the need to familiarize, explore, and examine the application of this technology.  Wiki is not a readily usable technology without this expenditure of effort and time. 
Conclusion

Wikis offer K-12 educators a tool to provide collaborative opportunities, the possibility for students to negotiate meaning, to enact the process of writing as learning, are relatively easy to use and readily accessibility. However, careful consideration must be given to what, when, and how to use such a tool.  Wiki is a tool on the K-12 educator's 'technology shelf' ready to use in the right situation.  
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