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Critical Summary Assignment Criteria & Outcomes (60 pts) 

1. What is the authors’ view of the skill/competence they are studying? 10/10 

2. What theoretical perspective (or model) do the authors use to explain how that competence is 

learned?  10/10 

3. What evidence do the authors offer to support their analysis?  10/10 

4. What do you think are the strengths of the analysis (usually there are some)? For example, does the 

analysis provide you with new insights on learning?  10/10 

5. Identify the limitations or problems with the analysis. 8/10 

6. Overall writing quality 9/10 

57/60 

Remarks Well done! Very strong paper. See a few points to consider in your writing.  
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View of Skills 

In the study, The State of Wiki Usage in U.S. K-12 Schools: Leveraging Web 2.0 Data 

Warehouses to Assess Quality and Equity in Online Learning Environments by Reich, Murname, 

and Wiliet the authors were able to draw a sample from 179,851 publicly viewable wikis.  

Specifically, they were looking at wikis created in U.S. K-12 public schools.  What they wanted 

to examine was how many of these wikis offered opportunities for students to develop what they 

call 21st-century skills.  These are defined differently depending on the scholar, but the common 

themes are expert thinking, complex communication, and technology literacy (Dede, 2010). 

For these authors 21st-century skills specifically encompass complex communication, 

expert thinking, student participation, and new media literacy.  Complex communication is about 

students co-constructing, copyediting, concatenating, commenting, discussing, scheduling, and 

planning on their wikis (Reich, 2011).  Expert thinking is about students using academic 

knowledge, information organization, and metacognition in the creation, editing, and maintaining 

of their wiki.  The authors mention that expert thinking specifically requires “ill-structured 

problems solving” (Reich, Murnane & Willett, 2012, p. 8).  This kind of problem solving means 

working with a situation in which the existing state and the desired state are unclear and there is 

no particular correct answer.  Student participation is how often the student contributes in a 

meaningful way in the wiki creation/collaboration.  New media literacy is about the capacity to 

critically consume information. The specific skills the authors looked for was how often the 

student was formatting, adding hyperlinks, adding images, uploading, and adding multimedia 

(Reich, 2011). Nicely explained! 

For the authors 21st-century skills is about the process of using skills for 

“communication, creativity, collaboration, and critical thinking” (Reich, Murnane & Willett, 

2012, p. 7).  It manifests itself as a product when these skills produce an exemplary wiki project.  

For example, the Flat Classroom Project connects classrooms around the world producing wiki 

pages.  The guidelines are such that students must work closely with their foreign peers and this 

helps students develop skills in collaboration, cross-cultural communication, media literacy, and 

critical thinking.  The researchers believe the existence of these skills, and how often they are 

being utilized in wikis can be measured by an instrument they developed called the Wiki Quality 

Instrument (WQI).   

 

Theoretical Perspective 

The authors were vague as to the exact theoretical perspective driving this research.  It is 

clear they are concerned with two principles: the acquisition of 21st-century skills and 

elimination of the digital divide.  Regarding their theories of 21st-century skills, the authors’ 

state that the “participation of knowledge production” is key (Reich, Murnane & Willett, 2012, p. 

8).  Citing “knowledge production” strongly suggests constructivism is the framework for the 

theoretical perspective of 21st-century skills. With constructivism an individual creates meaning 
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of the world through a series of individual constructs and is required to act upon the environment 

to learn new knowledge.  Clearly the authors’ 21st-century skills fits with constructivism and the 

authors’ specifically cite Papert’s work on constructivism as being influential.   

There are certain subsets of constructivism that the authors draw from such as cognitive 

engagement and collaboration.  Although the most important of these subsets is Knowledge 

Building (KB) theory (cite?).  KB theory specifically seeks to educate people for 21st-century 

society, in which knowledge and innovation are pervasive.  The authors’ cite the founders of KB 

theory Bereiter and Scardamalia who emphasize what communities of learners need to 

accomplish in order to create knowledge and this is a big component of 21st-century skills. 

 The other major concern theory of the paper is the digital divide.  They refer to “issues 

of equity” as a motivating factor.  Although the authors never put a specific name to it their 

concerns seems to be drawn from the theoretical perspective of social exclusion (cite?).  One key 

to this is that when referring to the digital divide the authors they cite are known for their work in 

that area.  For example, Mark Warschauer and Paul Attewell have written extensively on the 

topic.  Social exclusion refers to processes in which individuals or entire populations of people 

are “systematically blocked from rights, opportunities, and resources” causing an unfair inequity 

with other members of the society and precluding social integration (“Social exclusion,” 2012, 

para. 1).   The authors state they have, “serious concerns about the digital divide: inequities in 

technology-rich educational opportunities” (Reich, Murnane & Willett, 2012, p. 8).  They go on 

to say, “Moreover, inequities within schools may be as serious as inequities between schools” 

(Reich, Murnane & Willett, 2012, p. 13).  They were informed by teachers that wikis were more 

often used by students who where “disproportionately wealthier than their peers” (Reich, 

Murnane & Willett, 2012, p. 8).  While “students from disadvantaged families tended to use 

computers for unsupervised drill-and-practice routines” (Reich, Murnane & Willett, 2012, p. 8).  

These concerns are the concerns of social exclusion perspective and are clearly influencing the 

researchers in investigating the second digital divide. Good job identifying the main theories! 

 

Evidence 

 The authors sought the answer to two research questions: 

1)   To what extent do wikis created in U.S. public schools provide opportunities for the 

development of 21st-century skills?  

2) Do wikis created in schools that serve more affluent populations provide more opportunities 

for the development of 21st-century skills than wikis created in schools serving less affluent 

children? 

To answer the first question the authors looked at a sample of 255 wikis from U.S. public 

schools K-12.  The authors used the Wiki Quality Instrument (WQI) to create scores based on: 

information consumption, student participation, expert thinking, new media literacy, and 

complex communication.  Wiki quality was measured at 7, 14, 30, 60, 100, and 400 days.  The 

range of the WQI scores was 0 - 24.  The study showed by Day 14 a large number of wikis 

(40%) scored a zero while only 1% of wikis scored above 15.  Another 25% of wikis were just 

teacher-centered content delivery devices and did not capitalize on many of the key benefits of 

wikis (Reich, Murnane & Willett, 2012).  
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 For the second question the researchers compared Title I schools versus non-Title I 

schools.  To be eligible for Title I funds at least 40% of students must enroll in the free and 

reduced lunch program. Again, looking at Day 14 it was found that 50% of wikis that had a score 

of zero were Title I schools versus only 30% of non-Title I schools.  The research used a Poisson 

regression model to derive a population-expected wiki score.  To that they added a variable that 

controlled for the percentage of students eligible for free and reduced lunch program.  Using this 

they found that schools with fewer students eligible for the free and reduced lunch program had 

higher WQI scores (β1 = -1.59, p < .001). Nice presentation of evidence! 

 

Strengths 

 The fact the researchers had a large sample size (n = 255) drawn from around the U.S. 

made their findings much more convincing.  In fact, the most impressive thing about this study 

was large-scale scans that researchers were able to do.  Being able to leverage this new digital 

data opens the door to exciting research possibilities.  The amount of data that can be captured is 

staggering.  As they stated, “Every time a user makes a change to a blog, wiki, or content 

management system (e.g., Blackboard or Moodle), the data warehouse supporting that online 

environment records the change.  In aggregating these continuously recorded actions, researchers 

can examine global patterns of online teaching and learning at gradations of nearly infinite 

granularity”( Reich, Murnane & Willett, 2012, p. 7).   This new approach allows researchers to 

study digitally produced content (e.g., wikis, blogs) both in depth, by examining the historical 

details of all items created, and at scale, by sampling from hundreds of thousands of learning 

environments (Reich, 2012). 

 Because of the large scale sampling and diverse pool the results of their findings seem 

generalizable to the population of U.S. public schools K-12.  (although they suggest limits to the 

generalizability in the footnote don’t they) The question becomes are those results valid?  Their 

Wiki Quality Instrument was developed over two-years from numerous interviews and 

observations.  Having a chance to look the instrument over it appears comprehensive and 

valuable for scoring the use of 21st-century skills by students using wikis.   It seems reasonable 

to believe in the validity of the WQI measurement.  In other words, it is safe to assume that a 

score on the WQI is strongly correlated to students’ actual utilization of 21st-century skills on 

wikis. 

 Since the research did such a good job producing the findings the evidence is clear.  Most 

teacher’s’ foray into using wikis, is haphazard and not thoroughly thought out.  The mere fact 

that 40% of wikis they observed served as “trial balloons that never took off” makes that case 

plain (Reich, Murnane & Willett, 2012, p. 12).  This leaves us with obvious questions: what kind 

of resources do teachers need to use this technology effectively with students and what kind of 

training is necessary to assist them?  It is clear that advocates of social media in the classroom 

have much work to do if they hope to realize the potential of higher order 21st-century skills. 

Well done! 

Weakness 

The biggest weakness in the research is a lack of a clear theoretical perspective by the 

authors.  Furthermore, what they call their “two theories that have informed our inquiry into wiki 

activity and equity: 21st-century skills and the digital divide” actually have two conflicting meta-

theories. So here is your critique. I wouldn’t introduce it earlier because it confuses your 
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summary. In sociology the two competing schools of thought are structural functionalism and 

conflict theory.  Structural functionalism grew from the work Max Weber while conflict theory 

from Karl Marx’s work.  The idea of 21st-century skills directly ties to structural functionalism 

and would make Max Weber proud; that is, using education to produce productive laborers for 

the capitalist market system.  When describing 21st-century skills the authors’ state, “America’s 

rapidly changing labor market has clarified the kinds of higher order thinking skills that today’s 

students will need to thrive in the future” (Reich, Murnane & Willett, 2012, p. 8). They go on to 

argue that “computers have taken over many of the repetitive tasks that dominated the 20th-

century economy [and] therefore education should focus on developing skills where humans 

have a comparative advantage over computers in the 21st-century labor market” (Reich, 

Murnane & Willett, 2012, p. 8).  

It was mentioned that the authors’ emphasis on the digital divide comes from social 

exclusion.  This in turn is derived from Karl Marx’s conflict theory.  For Marx, the capitalist 

system is flawed to its core because it sets up a system with winners and losers creating a divide 

that can only result in a conflict between the haves and the have-nots.  

After understanding this, the problem becomes clear.  On the one hand, the authors are 

encouraging 21st-century skills to prepare students to be good laborers for the capitalist 

economy.  While on the other, they bemoan the results of the system they are encouraging us to 

prepare for.  The capitalist system can make certain we all begin at the starting line at the same 

time, but cannot ensure we all cross the finish line together and therefore there will always be a 

“divide” under its influence.  In fact, as technological advances emerge in the 21st-century we 

should expect the divide to grow.  This is why proponents of Marx often favor a return to an 

agrarian society because the technology produced from capitalism is a corrupting force that 

furthers the divide in society. 

The authors concern over the digital divide is less about lack of material goods and more 

about a lack of using these goods in a suitable way.  Nowhere do they claim underprivileged 

students do not have access to wikis just that they are not being exposed to them in manner 

fitting to 21st-century skills.  The authors categorize this as the “second digital divide” stating it 

is the “gap between how learners use technologies in different communities.” (Reich, Murnane 

& Willett, 2012, p. 8).  The problem here is that with any skill we could find a “divide.”  Having 

access to paper and pencil is not an issue in first world countries so there is no divide in this 

respect.  We could, however, look at how the students are taking notes with that paper and pencil 

and we would find a divide.  That is, some students would be taking very clear and accurate 

notes while others students would have poorly written ineffective notes (some would have none 

at all).  The question becomes is this a function of the system or the students?  Even if we start 

changing school curriculums and make learning note-taking skills a priority there is still going to 

be this pesky divide.  Interesting points! So how would you help the authors resolve the tensions 

in their theories? 

Bringing this back full circle to the constructivist approach mention earlier we know that 

learners generate new information when it is incorporated in mental constructs or schemas 

(Smith, diSessa, & Roschelle, 1993).  Following this perspective a teacher’s job is to help 

students’ organize the way in which their schemas are connected.  This is accomplished by 

encouraging the student to interact with where they are currently and where they need to be.  
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This interaction is most successful when it occurs close to the boundary of what a student already 

knows and does not yet know, called the zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 

1978).  For Vygotsky (1978) working in this zone is crucial for learning and can only be done as 

a social process that requires interacting with others.  While it seems prudent that teachers can 

present materials that would encompass a wider skill set, it also must be remembered that these 

teachers are working with students who are varied by nature and must be able to adapt to the 

students’ zone of proximal development. 
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