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Scaffolding Learners through Activities: A Case Study 
 

May George, PhD 

Davidson College 

 

Introduction 
 

The target event for this study was the time in which a novice learner was engaged publically in 

uttering a sentence in Arabic in response to a task posed by the teacher.  The central question 

was:  What does the teacher do to assist and support interactive sentence production process? It 

was decided to label this assistance and support as “scaffolding” i.e., temporary support to help a 

learner accomplish a challenging task slightly beyond his or her current level of proficiency. 

 

Scaffolding involves giving support to the learner in order to move to the next stage of learning. 

The kind of support that the teacher provides is temporary but important for the learner to 

advance to the next level of learning.  

 

Scaffolding is derived from Lev Vygotsky’s theoretical concept, the Zone of Proximal 

Development or ZPD. The ZPD is the “area between what children can do independently and 

what they can do with assistance” (Clark & Graves, 2005, p. 571).  

 

The process of scaffolding requires knowing how the students are performing in a certain task 

and scaffolding the class accordingly to shape the students’ understanding at the first stage and 

achieve students’ independence at the final stage of scaffolding (Lyons, 2003). Scaffolding is 

removed when a gradual degree of independency is accomplished on the part of the student 

during the task. Accordingly, Edward and Mercer state that “learners do not forever remain 

propped up by the scaffolding of adult assistance but come to take control of the process for 

themselves” (1987, p.86). 

 

The focus in this study was to find out how the students at certain stages of learning the language 

can produce sentences and how the teachers supported students to reach to that goal. 

Accordingly, I studied how the scaffolding process was used in the class during the early stages 

of language learning, how the teacher was involved in the scaffolding process, how they step by 

step scaffolded the students, and when the scaffolding process ended. In this study, I analyzed 

selected videotaped classroom episodes to achieve these goals. 

 

Pervious Studies 
 

In this literature review, I examined studies that were conducted in relation to the classroom 

scaffolding processes of language learning. Scaffolding is investigated in relation to: 

methodology and practices, and classroom pedagogy. To explore these areas, I utilized a main 

guiding question: 

How did research on the scaffolding of language learning inform us about the ways scaffolding 

processes were incorporated in enacting curriculum, methodology and practices, and classroom 

pedagogy? 

 



5 

Classroom Practices 
 

Shim (2003) explored “negotiation of meaning” between the teacher and the students in an 

intermediate listening and speaking ESL classroom and how the teacher used scaffolding to 

solve the problem. Negotiation of meaning occurs in the class when there is a problem of 

communication between the teacher and the students during the classroom discourse. According 

to Shim, negotiation of meaning refers to “interactional work executed by interlocutors to 

achieve a mutual understanding when a communication problem occurs” (p.vii).  she identified 

several negotiation of meaning processes, these are: (1) trouble sources that caused 

communication difficulty, (2) the participants’ perception of communication problems, (3) the 

decision-making process about whether to pursue negotiation, and (4) the resolution process of 

communication problems” (p.vii).  

Shim’s main focus was examining how 6th grade Spanish English bilingual children began to 

acquire academic English both oral and written. Shim collected her data from an ESL class in the 

southwestern U.S. The participants in the study were a teacher and nine students at level 3 

listening and speaking skills.  

 

Methodology and Findings of Shim  
 

Data collection involved classroom observations for 90 minutes once a week; the researcher took 

field notes, videotaped the class and audio-taped the interviews, and used stimulated recall 

sessions.  

 

The results of the study show that teacher scaffolding is realized through dialogic exchanges and 

joint engagement on the part of the teacher. In addition, the nature of classroom environment 

which involves both teacher’s scaffolding and the collaborative efforts of the whole class can 

help make the negotiation process constructive and more productive. Therefore, the teacher-

student negotiation process in the ESL classroom is a very complicated process in which the 

cognitive and the social practices play a major part. 

 

Research on Scaffolding Related to Classroom Pedagogy 
 

The process of scaffolding was examined in relation to language instruction through conducting 

a longitudinal study for three years by Roehler and Cantlon (1996). Their main goal was to 

examine the characteristics of scaffolding within contextualized settings during instructional 

conversation. The participants in the study were teachers and students from two school districts 

in a Midwestern city. Two classrooms were selected. Each classroom had a high rate percentage 

of minority students. These classes were ESL classes. 

 

Methodology and Findings of Roehler and Cantlon 
 

Roehler and Cantlon collected their data by interviewing students, collecting teachers’ journal 

excerpts, audio taping lessons, and collecting field notes. The ESL teachers would give one hour 

of instruction to the students; through this hour the teachers and the students had time to interact 

through conversation to solve problems, generate questions, and share ideas. 
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The study demonstrates that scaffolding in learning conversation is embedded in both 

classrooms. Five types of scaffolding are identified; the first type is explanation which deals with 

making the statement clear to fit the learner’s understanding. The other types are inviting 

students to participate, verifying student’s understanding, modeling of desired behavior, and 

inviting students to contribute clues. Scaffolding was identified in this study as a complex 

process where the teacher had to provide different degrees of scaffolding to different students 

struggling to learn a new concept. Both Roehler and Cantlon conclude that scaffolding is an 

important instructional tool in the classroom. 

 

Procedures, Transcription and Data Analysis 
 

In this study, selected episodes from Level One Arabic class were transcribed and analyzed. The 

case study of Miss Kay involved transcribing and analyzing two episodes from one video-typed 

class. The teacher and the students were given pseudonyms. Miss Kay was the name to the 

female teacher. Episodes were selected that (1) contained multiple instances of Arabic oral 

language production and (2) involved a majority of the students in the discussion session.   

 

The selected episodes from the videotaped lessons were translated from Arabic into English. 

Some of the teacher instructions were given in English; these were highlighted in bold font. The 

Arabic spoken by both students and teacher was translated into English and represented in 

regular font. The transcription procedure included a brief description of each exchange between 

the teacher and the student in direct quotations. Brackets were used to give explanation about 

teacher-student interactions, especially the visual cues that are not part of the verbal exchanges.  

 

The analysis of each episode involved interpreting and re-interpreting exactly what happened in 

the class during the lesson. Particular attention was given to analyzing each exchange between 

the teacher and student in relation to task that was associated with the oral Arabic sentence 

production. In other words, it was important to establish the precise nature of the language 

production task a student faced when attempt to generate an Arabic sentence. 

 

The female instructor who taught the Level One Arabic class had 11 students, both males and 

females. Three of the students in these classes were high school students. The students’ ages 

ranged from 18-25 years old. The students represented diverse ethnic groups including one 

Hispanic student, three Asian, and two from the Middle East 

 

Polite Ways of Answering in Arabic  
 

Miss Kay’s lesson objective was teaching the students how to answer a yes-no question in a 

polite way. Miss Kay followed certain steps to achieve her goal. First, she wrote two phrases on 

the board “No, I am sorry” and “Yes take it please”. Second, she asked each student to repeat 

“No, I am sorry”. Third, she asked the whole class to repeat after her “Yes, take it please” three 

times. Fourth, she gave each student a different Arabic newspaper. Fifth, she asked them a 

question about it. 

 

Teacher: John, do you have “AL-Nahar Newspaper?” [“AL-Nahar” is the name of the newspaper 

in Arabic.] 
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John: Yes, take it please. 

Teacher: Very good. 

Teacher: Tom, do have the “Middle East Newspaper? [The teacher waited for Tom to give her 

the answer.] Do you have the “Middle East Newspaper?”Yes, or no. Say, yes or no. Say yes or 

no. I am asking you.  
Tom: Yes. 

Teacher: Where is it?  This is “AL-Hayat Newspaper”.  

Tom: AL-Hayat. [“AL-Hayat” is the name of the newspaper in Arabic.] 

Teacher: I am asking you, do you have the “Middle East Newspaper?” 

Tom: I do not know. No, sorry. 

Teacher: Excellent. 

Teacher: Jill, do you have the “AL-Dyiar Newspaper?”  

Jill: No, sorry. 

Teacher: Sally, do you have “AL-Nahar Newspaper?” 

Sally: Yes.  

Teacher: What do you say? [Sally gave incomplete answer therefore; the teacher asked her a 

question.] 

Sally: Yes, take it please. 

Teacher: Mark, do you have “AL-Raai Newspaper?” [The teacher pointed to the answer on the 

board.] 

Mark: Yes, take it please. 

Teacher: Excellent. [The teacher gave two newspapers to Amy and Ann.] 

Teacher: Amy, do you have “AL-Arabi Magazine?” 

Teacher: Do you have “AL-Arabi Magazine?” 

Amy: No. 

Amy: No, sorry. 

Teacher: Ann, Do you have “AL-Raai Newspaper?” 

Ann: Yes, take it please. 

Teacher: Excellent. 

Teacher: Sally, do you have “AL-Nahar Newspaper?” 

Sally: No, sorry. 

Teacher: Rick, do you have the “Middle East Newspaper?” 

Rick: Yes, take it please. 

Then the teacher moved to another topic. She gave dictation to the students. 

 

Analysis of Classroom Episode 2 by Miss. Kay: Polite Way of Answering in 

Arabic 
 

Miss Kay’s lesson objective was teaching the students how to answer a yes-no question in a 

polite way. She followed certain steps to achieve her goal. First, she wrote two phrases on the 

board “No, I am sorry” and “Yes take it please”. Second, she asked each student to repeat “No, I 

am sorry”. Third, she asked the whole class to repeat after her “Yes, take it please” three times. 

Fourth, she gave each student a different Arabic newspaper. Fifth, she asked the students a 

question about it. 
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Miss Kay asked John a question about the newspaper she gave him. John answered her in a 

polite way saying “Yes, take it please”. Then Miss Kay asked Tom a question “Do you have the 

“Middle East Newspaper?” and repeated her question again. She waited for Tom. Then she told 

Tom in Arabic and in English to say “Yes” or “No”. Tom said “Yes”. Miss Kay knew that Tom 

did not have the newspaper she had asked about. Therefore, she asked him a question and 

pointed out to Tom that the newspaper he had was “AL-Hayat Newspaper”. Tom repeated the 

newspaper’s name “AL-Hayat”. Miss Kay explained to Tom in English that she asked him if he 

had “The Middle East Newspaper?” Tom said he did not know, then he gave her the right answer 

“No, sorry”.  

 

In this instance, Miss Kay asked Tom if he has the “Middle East Newspaper?” She explained to 

Tom her question in Arabic and in English. Tom did not understand the question. Then Miss Kay 

explained again what she wanted from him, this time in English. Tom finally, understood her 

question. The scaffolding process happened when Miss Kay tried to get the correct answer from 

Tom. She did not give him the answer but used both Arabic and English to clarify the question to 

Tom.  

 

Miss Kay asked Jill if she had “AL-Dyiar Newspaper?”. Jill knew how to answer her correctly. 

Then Miss Kay asked Sally if she had “AL-Nahar Newspaper?”. Sally gave Miss Kay an 

incomplete answer. Miss Kay questioned Sally in Arabic and said “What do you say? Sally gave 

her a complete answer, “Yes, take it please”. In this instance, Miss Kay intervened immediately 

and asked Sally a question. Miss Kay wanted Sally to give her the correct answer. The 

scaffolding process happened when Miss Kay asked Sally a question and Sally gave an answer to 

it.  

 

Then Miss Kay asked Mark if he had “AL-Raai Newspaper?” Mark gave her the right answer. 

Then Miss Kay asked Amy is she had “AL-Arabi Magazine?” and repeated her question twice. 

Amy said “No”, and then said again “No, sorry”. Amy realized that she gave Miss Kay an 

incomplete answer therefore, she corrected herself right away. Finally, both Ann and Rick gave 

Miss Kay the right answer when she asked about the newspapers they had.  

 

In summary, Miss Kay’s lesson objective was teaching the students how to answer a yes-no 

question in a polite way. She used certain steps to achieve her goal. First, she wrote several 

phrases on the board “No, I am sorry” and “Yes take it please”. Second, Miss Kay asked each 

student to repeat “No, I am sorry”. Third, she asked the whole class to repeat after her “Yes, take 

it please” three times. Fourth, Miss Kay gave each student a different Arabic newspaper, and 

fifth she asked them each a question about the newspapers they had. 

 

The scaffolding process happened when Miss Kay taught the students on the board how to 

answer a question politely. The scaffolding process also happened when Miss Kay tried to help 

Tom and John arrive at the correct answer. She did not give them the answer but used both 

Arabic and English to clarify the question.  
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Table 1: Polite Way of Answering in Arabic 

 

 

Polite Way of Answering in Arabic 

 

 

1-Miss Kay’s lesson objective was teaching the students how to answer a yes-no 

questions in a polite way. 

2-She used certain steps to achieve goal.  

a. First, Miss Kay wrote two phrases on the board: “No, I am sorry”  

and “Yes take it please”.  

b. Second, Miss Kay asked each student to repeat “No, I am sorry”.  

 

c. Third, Miss Kay asked the whole class to repeat after her “Yes, 

take it please” three times.  

d. Fourth, Miss Kay gave each student a different Arabic newspaper. 

e. Fifth Miss Kay asked them a question about the newspapers they 

have. 

             The scaffolding process happened: 

a. When Miss Kay taught the students on the board how to answer a  

      question politely. 

b. When Miss Kay tried to help Tom and John to arrive at the correct 

answer. She did not give them the answer but used both Arabic and English to clarify 

the question.  

 

Engaging Students in a Conversation 
 

Miss Kay’s lesson objective was engaging students in different conversation settings relevant to 

topics they had studied before. Miss Kay followed certain steps to achieve her goal. First, Miss 

Kay wrote several sentences on the board and made the students repeat the sentences twice after 

her. Second, she told the students that they would work in groups to prepare for and perform 

skits. Third, Miss Kay divided the students into three groups and gave them a certain skit to 

perform. Fourth, she gave the students four minutes to work together. 

 

Teacher: [Miss Kay wrote on the board four sentences.] 

             I want cup of coffee please. 

             Are you married? 

             I have three girls?  

            What time is it? 

Teacher: Let us read together. [Miss Kay made the students read each sentence after her twice.] 

Teacher: [Miss Kay wrote on the board three more sentences and made the students read each 

sentence after her twice.] 

I studied the Arabic language at Damascus University. What do you do every day? 

Jill: What is the meaning? [She pointed at the board because she did not know how to read the 

word “married”.] 

Teacher: Married? 
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Jill: What is the meaning of “married”? 

Teacher: She has a husband. A man and a woman married. [The teacher drew a picture of a man 

and a woman on the board]. 

Jill: Oh, OK. 

Jill: Am I married? 

Teacher: You are not married.  

Teacher: Now we are going to do role play today which will be like skits, three skits, and 

three groups. I am going to give time for practicing the skits. You will have four minutes to 

practice the skits. I will tell you what the set up is and then you have two and two minutes 

to perform here. The first group will be John. 

Amy: [Interrupted the teacher.]Last time we practiced role play. 

Teacher: This will be a practice. 

Teacher: [She is speaking to the first group.] Tom. Sally is not here. OK. Rick, Tom,   

Mark and John you will be one group. Here she comes, Sally.[Sally walked into the 

classroom late.] Could you please sit somewhere? The setting for the skits, you are guests in 

a restaurant and John will be the waiter, John you have menus, trays, all kinds of things. 

You need to sit together when you come you have to use the place and pretend it is a table. 

Teacher: [She is speaking to the second group.] Then Jill is an Arab journalist, oh here comes 

Amy. Amy will you please join the group? You will I mean be a journalist. Amy you will be 

Arab journalist you write in the newspaper and you will be invited for an interview on the 

television.  

Teacher: [she is speaking to the third group.] Then, Jack and Ann you are both living  in a 

high rise. You meet in elevator. You want to know each other you have two or three 

minutes, you can ask, do you have car?  

Teacher: [To all the students.]You have four minutes, ok. I will give you five minutes to 

prepare. You can work in the book, use the vocabularies, you have the warm up on the 

board. You have to perform for two to three minutes. I will tell you when you will start. I 

am going to set the timer now for four minutes to start, ok. 

[The students worked together in groups; the teacher was busy with her papers. The students 

were talking laughing and working on the skit that was assigned to them. They used the book and 

they spoke in English most of the time. The timer sounded.] 

Teacher: The first groups please start. Please, please come in. 

John: Hi. [He was carrying a tray with empty cups of tea and coffee.]   

John: What do you want? 

Sally: I want Sambosa. [Arabic food, everyone laughed.] 

John: Do you want coffee? [Offering a cup of coffee.]  

Tom: No, I do not drink coffee. I want tea. Thank you. 

John: Do you drink?  

Teacher: Drink. [The teacher interrupted John and said the word “drink” because John   did not 

know how to say it.] 

John: Do you drink coffee? 

Rick: No, thank you. I like tea. 

[The second group is ready to start their skit.] 

Teacher: Now, Jill and Amy. 

Jill: Hi. 

Amy: Welcome. 
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Jill: What is your name? 

Amy: My name is Amy. 

Jill: What do you do? [She used the wrong pronoun with the verb “do”. She used the attached 

masculine pronoun with the verb “do” instead of the feminine. In Arabic pronouns can be 

attached to the verb. These are: I, you, he, she, we, and them.] 

Amy: In a newspaper. 

Jill: Are you married? [She struggled in pronouncing the word several times because the word 

was difficult to pronounce.]  

Amy: No, I am not married. 

Jill: Where you from? 

Amy: I am from Chicago. 

Jill: How many language you speak? [The word “language” is correctly used as a singular with 

“how many”. “Speak” in Arabic indicates “you speak” with an attached pronoun “you”. Jill used 

the incorrect masculine pronoun “you”.]   

 Amy: I speak three: English, Arabic, and French.  

Jill: Thank you. Good bye. 

[The third group started their skit.] 

Jack: Hi. 

Ann: My name is Ann. 

Jack: My name is Jack. 

Ann: From where you are? 

Jack: I am from New York. 

Ann: I am from Arizona. 

Jack: Where do you study? 

Ann: I study at the University of Arizona. 

Ann: where do you study? 

Jack: I study at Brad College. 

Ann: Do you have car? 

Jack: No, No, No, No. [Both of them were laughing.] 

Jack: Car yourself? [Jack used the pronoun “yourself” in English.]  

Ann: Yes, I have car. 

Jack: Good Bye. 

Ann: Good Bye. 

[The teacher erased the board and wrote “Good Bye”.] 

 

Analysis of Classroom Episode by Miss. Kay: Engaging Students in a 

Conversation 
 

Miss Kay’s lesson objective was engaging students in different conversational settings relevant 

to the topics they had studied before. Miss Kay followed certain steps to achieve her goal. First, 

Miss Kay wrote several sentences on the board and asked the students to repeat the sentences 

twice after her. Second, she told the students that they would work in groups to prepare and 

perform skits. Third, Miss Kay divided the students into three groups and gave them a certain 

skit to perform. Fourth, she gave the students four minutes to work together. 

The scaffolding process happened when Miss Kay provided a pattern to the students to follow 

which included some sentences she wrote on the board. These sentences were warm up sentences 
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for the class before the task. The scaffolding process also happened when Miss Kay asked the 

students repeat the sentences after her twice. 

 

Miss Kay assigned the first group the roles of a waiter in a restaurant. Five students were 

engaged in the first group. The second group was assigned the roles of an Arabic journalist 

interviewing someone on a TV. Two students were engaged in the group. The third group was 

assigned the roles of two people meeting for the first time in an elevator. Two students were 

engaged in the third group. 

 

Miss Kay gave the students four minutes to prepare the task together. Miss Kay answered Jill’s 

question. Jill inquired about the word “married”. Miss Kay explained to Jill the meaning of the 

word “married”. She drew a picture of a man and a woman on the board. Jill said, “Am I 

married?”, the teacher said immediately to Jill, “No, you are not married”. 

 

The teacher set the timer and the students worked for four minutes. Miss Kay was busy with her 

papers at her desk, and the students were busy working on the skit. They were asking each other 

many questions in English about organizing the skit. They used the book and the sentences on 

the board to prepare their skit. Miss Kay provided the students some sentences to help them with 

their skit but she did not ask the group if they needed support.  

 

After the four minutes ended Miss Kay asked the first group to perform their skit. All the 

students in the group went to the front of the class and performed the skit. John acted as a waiter 

and he was carrying a tray that had cups in it and he was serving tea and coffee. John asked Sally 

“What do you want?” Sally said, “I want Sambosa.” Sambosa is an Arabic food. The students 

laughed because John was serving coffee and tea. Then John asked Tom if he wants coffee. Tom 

answered him politely, “No, I do not drink coffee. I want tea. Thank you.” John started his 

sentence with the word “drink” he could not pronounce it then Miss Kay intervened and said the 

word “drink” immediately. Then John asked Rick if he likes to drink coffee, Rick said to him he 

likes tea. The first group performed their assigned task as Miss Kay told them to do. John played 

a major part and interacted with each member in the group. Miss Kay intervened directly when 

John did not know how to say the word “drink”. The students used the pattern Miss Kay gave 

them on the board, “I want a cup of coffee please” and part of changed the sentence, “I want 

tea”. The students formed the conversation questions and answers.   

 

Then Miss Kay asked the second group to perform their task. Jill interviewed Amy and asked her 

a couple of questions about her job. Jill used the wrong pronoun with the verb “do”. When she 

asked Amy “What do you do?”. Jill used the attached masculine pronoun with the verb “do” 

instead of the feminine. In Arabic pronouns can be attached to the verb. Miss Kay did not correct 

Jill. Amy answered Jill’s question and said, “In newspaper”. Jill asked Amy another question and 

used the word “married”. Jill struggled in pronouncing the word “married.” Miss Kay did not 

intervene to help Jill. Amy answered Jill that she was not married. Amy followed the pattern that 

Miss Kay used, pronouncing the word correctly. Then Jill asked Amy another question, “Where 

you from?” Amy said she was from Chicago. Jill’s final question to Amy was about how many 

languages she speaks and Amy said three languages. In this instance, Jill and Amy performed the 

task that Miss Kay assigned to them. They formed many questions and answers. Miss Kay did 

not intervene to correct the grammatical mistakes. She let the students depend on themselves.  
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The third group consisted of Jack and Ann. Miss Kay assigned a task to them. The task was that 

they met in the elevator and wanted to learn more about each other. Jack and Ann introduced 

themselves. Then Ann wanted to know where Jack was from. Jack said he was from New York. 

Ann said she was from Arizona. Jack asked Ann where she is studying. Ann told him she studies 

at the University of Arizona, and Jack said he studies at Brad College. Ann asked Jack if he has a 

car, Jack said, “no” many times and was laughing, and he asked Ann, “Car yourself?”, Ann 

replied that she has a car. In this instance, Jack and Ann interacted with each other in a long 

conversation. They formed several questions and formed answers to these questions. Miss Kay 

did not intervene in their dialogue. All the sentences that Jack and Ann produced were 

grammatically and phonologically correct. In this instance, the Jack and Ann used the pattern 

that Miss Kay gave them, but restructured the sentences that she put on the board and formed 

new sentences, using a word or two from the one written on the board. 

 

In summary, Miss Kay followed certain steps to achieve her goal and made the students learn to 

communicate in different settings. First, Miss Kay wrote several sentences on the board and 

asked the students to repeat the sentences twice after her. Second, she told the students that they 

will work in groups to perform skits. Third, Miss Kay divided the students into three groups and 

gave them a certain skit to perform. Fourth, she gave the students four minutes to work together. 

The scaffolding process happened when Miss Kay provided a pattern to the students to follow 

which included some sentences she wrote on the board. These sentences were a warm up 

sentences for the class before the task. The scaffolding process also happened when Miss Kay 

made the students repeat the sentences after her twice. 

 

Finally, Miss Kay let the students work alone. She did not intervene or interrupt the students, 

except for the two times when she corrected the first group. Miss Kay made each group work 

independently of her supervision. The students formed long conversations, they depended on the 

pattern that Miss Kay gave them, but restructured the sentences that Miss Kay put on the board 

and formed new sentences, using a word or two from the one written on the board.  

 

Table 2: Engaging Students in a Conversation 

 

 

Engaging Students in a Conversation 

 

 

1-Miss Kay’s lesson objective was engaging students in different 

conversations settings relevant to topics they had studied before. 

2-Miss Kay followed certain steps to achieve her goal and made the 

students learn to communicate in different settings.  

a. First, Miss Kay wrote several sentences on the board and made the 

students repeat the sentences twice after her.  

b. Second, she told the students that they would work in groups to prepare 

and perform skits. 

c. Third, Miss Kay divided the students into three groups and gave them a 

certain skit to perform.  

d. Fourth, she gave the students four minutes to work together. 
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           The scaffolding process happened when Miss Kay: 

a. Provided a pattern to the students to follow which included some 

sentences she wrote on the board. These sentences were warm up 

sentences for the class before the task.  

b.  Asked the students to repeat the sentences after her twice. 

c. Miss Kay let the students work alone. She did not intervene or interrupt 

the students except for the two times when she corrected the first group. 

Miss Kay made each group work independently of her supervision. 

d. The students formed long conversations, they depended on the pattern 

that Miss Kay gave them, but restructured the sentences that Miss Kay 

put on the board and formed new sentences, using a word or two from 

the one written on the board.  

 

Conclusions 
 

Miss Kay exhibited the following patterns: she had students give group choral responses to 

repeat the pattern she modeled for them. This pattern defined the structure of sentences students 

were to produce. 

 

Miss Kay used props (games; newspapers) to structure oral language production. During group 

work using the game she moved from one pair of students to another to listen, and she corrected 

mistakes in form, but she did not monitor all students all the time.   

 

Miss Kay provided models for students to use in oral language production and had them repeat 

these at the beginning of lessons. She used props to structure oral language production (although 

“the prop” seemed to fail). She was not always vigilant to interrupt or correct mistakes formed 

during oral language production. 

 

Miss Kay provided models for students to use in oral language production and had them repeat 

these at the beginning of lessons. 

 

Another major finding in this study was that there were a lot of direct and indirect. Miss. Kay 

used group work most of the time, she involved the students in many games and different 

activities which required group work.  
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unique opportunity to examine the intersection of teacher and student expectations and motivations in an 

advanced course. A teacher interview, student focus group, and classroom observations were conducted to 

collect data. The data were collected at the end of the first quarter in which an AP Design teacher 

introduced a Time Log with the expectation that students would complete 100 hours of work, between out 

of class time and unstructured work time in class, by the end of a 10 week quarter. The Time Log was a 

new tool for both the teacher and the students providing insight into the way a teacher's expectations in 

creating the Time Log compare and contrast to student impressions and use of this unfamiliar tool. 
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Introduction 
 

"Why don't they do their homework?" and "these students are just not motivated" are common 

frustrations often heard expressed in the lunchroom by high school teachers. These familiar 

laments represent a common assumption that when students do not perform as well as they 

might, they should just try harder. High school students, on the other hand, assert they would 

devote more energy to their studies if expectations were more explicit or assignments were more 

engaging. Interestingly, research suggests that teachers and students may both be correct. 

Students perform better when they take more responsibility for their work and when assignments 

are more challenging (Hagen & Weinstein, 1995; Pintrich, 1995; Zimmerman, 2000).  

 

The following study investigates the use of a Time Log in an AP Design course, which provides 

a unique opportunity to examine the intersection of teacher and student expectations and 

motivations in an advanced course. A teacher interview, student focus group, and classroom 

observations were conducted to collect data for this qualitative case study. The data were 

collected at the end of the first quarter in which an AP Design teacher introduced a Time Log 

with the expectation that students would complete 100 hours of work, between out of class time 

and unstructured work time in class, by the end of a 10 week quarter. The Time Log was a new 

tool for both the teacher and the students providing insight into the way a teacher's expectations 

in creating the Time Log compare and contrast to student impressions and use of this unfamiliar 

tool. The theoretical framework, participants, setting, methods, data analysis, limitations, 

conclusions, and areas for future study follow. 

 

Theoretical Framework 
 

Students and Self-Regulation 

 

Many teachers want students to take more responsibility for their work and to move towards 

intrinsic motivation. Often these behaviours are classified under self-regulation. Students who 
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self-regulate are generally interested in the topic at hand, prepared for class, and participate in 

class by asking questions and generating ideas and insights in the class discussion (Zimmerman 

& Paulsen, 1995). Keeping a study calendar, having a specific study location, setting up regular 

study periods, setting realistic goals, prioritizing tasks, saying no to distractions, and self-

rewarding success are some indications and strategies employed by students who self-regulate. 

When completing homework and assignments, self-regulating students: clarify difficulties, self-

question so that they can deeply understand assignments, make predictions about what will 

happen next, find main ideas, summarize readings, and relate work to prior knowledge and 

experiences (Zimmerman et al., 1996).  

 

The Teacher's Role in Helping Students Self-Regulate 

 

If students ideally move towards self-regulation in high school to prepare for more independence 

in college, what is the role of the teacher in this process? While teachers can facilitate the 

acquisition of self-regulation skills (Zimmerman, Bonner & Kovach, 1996), most parents and 

students are unaware that these skills can be taught. Additionally, teachers may be so 

overwhelmed by the increasing demands of accountability that they do not consciously teach 

students the skills (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1998). Pintrich (1995) suggests teachers can help 

students acquire self-regulation skills by structuring their courses and practicing instructional 

methods that aid students in becoming self-regulators. By teachers applying self-regulation 

models and teaching and practicing study skills, students will grow in their ability and 

confidence while self-regulating (Zimmerman et al., 1996). 

 

Consistent with student laments, teachers help students to become self-regulated learners by 

offering challenging tasks to stimulate student engagement. Tasks can be scaffolded according to 

difficulty level to gradually build student confidence and competency. Once students feel their 

efforts are not in vain, they become more likely to attempt learning (Hagen & Weinstein, 1995). 

Additionally, by effectively instructing students in challenging curriculum and promoting self-

management during difficult tasks, students learn self-regulation skills that benefit them across 

varied content areas (Belfiore & Hornyak, 1998). 

 

Keeping records of their progress beyond grades is another method by which students can 

determine if their self-regulation skills are effective. With such practice, teachers can assist 

students in shifting from performance goals to mastery goals. Teachers' feedback can be 

provided to students to help determine if their self-monitoring is accurate (Schunk, 2000; 

Zimmerman et al., 1996). Teachers can also help students make connections in various tasks that 

are routinely used in the classroom. By giving daily assignments and weekly quizzes, students 

can monitor their self-regulation development before taking an exam that largely affects their 

grade (Zimmerman et al., 1996). Likewise, increasing parental involvement in the completion of 

student homework through the use of daily homework planners has also been used as a strategy 

in many classrooms. Bryan & Burstein (2004) suggests that this approach leads to increased 

parental involvement, and an increase in the homework completion rate. 

 

Teacher as Boss 

 

Both self-regulation and the implementation of a Time Log, create the atmosphere of students as 
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employees. If students are employees, teachers are the bosses. Literature on management for 

maximum worker productivity and motivation are often conflicting: 

 

When Frederick Herzberg researched the sources of employee motivation during the 1950s and 

1960s, he discovered a dichotomy that stills intrigues (and baffles) managers; The things that 

make people satisfied and motivated on the job are different in kind from the things that make 

them dissatisfied. Ask workers what makes them unhappy at work, and you'll hear about an 

annoying boss, a low salary, an uncomfortable work space, or stupid rules. Managed badly, 

environmental factors make people miserable, and they can certainly be demotivating. But even 

if managed brilliantly, they don't motivate anybody to work much harder or smarter. People are 

motivated, instead, by interesting work, challenge, and increasing responsibility. These intrinsic 

factors answer people's deep-seated need for growth and achievement (Herzberg, 2003). 

 

How far this workplace metaphor extends into the classroom remains largely unstudied and is a 

main impetus in the undertaking of this investigation. 

 

Methods 
 

Participants 

 

The teacher of the AP Design Course, Ms. Teary (pseudonym), studied is a 33-year-old, white, 

female who is in her fifth year of teaching with the Baltimore City School System. Ms. Teary 

became a teacher through an alternative certification program and earned her certification and 

MSEd during her first two years of teaching. Prior to becoming a teacher, she worked at an 

advertising firm for almost a decade, working her way up from an entry-level position to Art 

Director. Despite her success, Ms. Teary was not satisfied with her job. In order to placate her, 

her company let her found a mentoring program, which ultimately led her to desire to become a 

teacher, and, "Be one of those people that helps you become the person you want to be." The first 

three years of her teaching career Ms. Teary worked at a large, poor performing high school 

called Thomas (pseudonym). Last year she transferred to AIM (pseudonym), a higher performing 

school that is the setting of this study. Teaching positions at AIM are highly coveted due to the 

school's reputation. Ms. Teary is a friend of mine and was happy to welcome me to her 

classroom. We both became teachers through the same alternative certification program and 

earned our MSEds together at the same University as members of a cohort of art teachers. 

 

Ms. Teary's students are juniors and seniors at AIM High School. They all have aspirations to 

attend college and many are currently engaged in the application process. Student motivations 

for taking the AP design course vary. All students at AIM are required to take at least one AP 

course. Some students are taking this course to fulfil this requirement, some are interested in the 

subject, a few students plan on majoring in an art or design related field, and a couple of students 

were assigned to this course purely on the basis of scheduling conflicts. Despite the designation 

of the course as AP (Advanced Placement) there are no specific prerequisites required at AIM 

before a student can be placed in AP Design. Accordingly, the students' skill levels also vary. All 

of the 44 students are females. They are split between two course sections with 28 and 16 

students respectively in back to back 47-minute class periods beginning at 12:46. Students have 

six other class periods at AIM and many participate in sports and academic activities after 
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school. Forty of the students are African-American, three are Hispanic and one is an exchange 

student from India. They were generally very friendly towards me and curious about my 

profession, GPA, colleges I've attended, and degrees I've earned. Students were also excited to 

share their class work with me. A few asked for my opinion on revisions. 

 

Setting 

 

Although AIM is a public high school in Baltimore, Maryland, the admission of students is 

selective.  Admission is based on a summary score of applicant's middle school GPAs, entrance 

test, essay, application, and interview performance. Additionally, only females are admitted to 

AIM. AIM has a long history in Baltimore, since 1844, and has developed a reputation as one of 

the top high schools in the city as well as a National Blue Ribbon Award winner. 

 

The course observed in this study is an AP Design course. The College Board sets course 

standards and drives course requirements and assignments. The Advanced Placement Program in 

Studio Art: 2-D Design is a performance-based visual exam. Each student develops a portfolio to 

demonstrate her ability to use the principles and elements of art to create works of art that 

convey meaning. The portfolio consists of 29 total pieces divided into three distinct sections: 

SECTION I: Quality, consisting of five actual works; SECTION II: Concentration, 12 electronic 

images related to a theme and SECTION III: Breadth, 12 electronic images showing specific 

technical skills. Students who choose to submit their portfolio are scored through the College 

Board in May. The scores students receive determine if students will receive college course 

credit for their work. The work must be 2-D but can be created in any medium, including 

electronically. 

 

Ms. Teary structures her AP Design course so that students complete all works electronically, 

using design software such as Photoshop. Each piece students create is loaded onto a personal 

website students create to store their portfolio pieces. Each assignment has its own web page 

consisting of the final piece and an artist statement explaining the process and meaning of the 

work along with revision goals. The classroom therefore looks like a computer lab with new Mac 

desktops arranged in clusters of six computers. One wall of the classroom consists of large 

windows, another of cabinets with art historical posters, a slide projector and screen for 

PowerPoint presentations in the front of the room, and a large whiteboard divided into a grid 

detailing the assignments due in each of Ms. Teary's classes, coach class, AIM events, and art 

department events such as exhibits and fundraisers. The room is highly organized, uncluttered, 

and located on the second floor of the building. 

 

Data Collection 

 

The teacher and AP Design class studied were selected specifically on the basis of the 

introduction of a Time Log in an advanced high school class with high production expectations 

for students. Data collected consisted of a teacher interview, two 47-minute (two periods) 

observations of different sections of an AP Design class, and an interview with a focus group of 

four AP Design Students. 
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Observations 

 

The two observations were conducted for 47 minutes each with back-to-back periods of AP 

Design. The students were different, but the course and assignments were the same. The period I 

observed was the last Friday of the semester. This day was chosen because the students' time 

logs were due the following week and the period was a work period for the students to be used to 

prepare their website and assignments to hand in to be graded on Monday. Workdays on Fridays 

are for completing or revising portfolio assignments, writing artist statements, completing 

personalization and aesthetic details of the website, or viewing class PowerPoints or technical 

sites to gain knowledge to apply technical skills. Thus the periods observed allowed me to see 

how students use structured time and to gauge student involvement outside of class by seeing 

their progress and reviewing their Time Logs. The first twenty minutes of each period I observed 

and recorded notes about student and teacher behaviours related to their use of unstructured 

classroom time and their interactions with each other and the Time Log. The remaining 27 

minutes of each period I circulated to get a closer look at student work, question them about their 

progress and process, and review their Time Logs, which most students had out on their 

workspaces. 

 

Interviews 

 

My interview with Ms. Teary was conducted for 37 minutes during her planning period, which 

was the last period of the day and the period immediately following the second period I 

observed. The interview took place in her classroom at her desk. The interview was recorded 

with participants' permission and later transcribed. 

 

The focus group interview was conducted for 45 minutes after school on the last Friday of the 

semester. Ms. Teary told students that I would be visiting to ask questions about their use of the 

Time Log. Participation was completely voluntary and open to all AP Design students. Factors 

limiting participation included completing and returning a permission slip and availability after 

school. Students who participated were permitted to count the 45 minutes of time on their Time 

Logs. The interview was recorded with participants' permission and later transcribed. The 

interview questions for the students and Ms. Teary were similar in content to allow for 

comparison, but adapted for participants' roles. 

 

Data Analysis 
 

Data were analyzed following transcription. Data were originally divided into broad categories 

of teacher reflections, teacher behaviours, student reflections, and student behaviours. These 

were further broken down into reflections and behaviours dealing with in and out of school 

behaviours. The following typologies were identified based on literature to capture the 

frustrations of teachers and students surrounding homework and self-regulation: motivation, 

frustration, effort, explicit expectations, and level of engagement. Responsibility, self-regulatory 

behaviours, intrinsic motivation, structure, ability, confidence, scaffold, assignment frequency 

and parental involvement were originally used to code the data within typologies. Finally 

typologies from management literature were classified into demotivating factors (rules, 
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environmental course characteristics, instructor characteristics) and motivating factors 

(interesting work, challenge, increasing responsibility, and growth achievement). After iterative 

examinations of the data patterns emerged more consistently among categories discovered 

inductively than those imposed by the typologies.  

 

Keeping the original typologies in mind, three domains emerged inductively from the data. The 

first domain is real life skills and includes the categories of time management, balance, and 

accountability. The second domain is connecting hours logged to performance and includes the 

categories of work behind the magic and making the abstract tangible. The final domain is 

expectations vs. explicit requirements and includes short versus long-term assignments and 

working backwards. After iteratively reviewing the evidence contained in each inductive 

domain, a final interpretive analysis yielded an overarching theme of obstacles to bridging the 

gap between expectations and explicit requirements as a function of environment. This was 

confirmed in a follow-up conversation with Ms. Teary in which this interpretation was reviewed. 

 

The various ways in which these domains manifested in the data will be explored in the next 

section, followed by a discussion of conclusions, limitations, and implications for future work in 

this field. 

 

Results 
 

Real Life Skills 

 

Since Ms. Teary became a teacher after a successful career in advertising, it is not surprising that 

she has brought some of the structure from her work as an art director into her classroom. In 

response to why she decided to introduce AP at AIM, Ms. Teary said: 
 

I love that it's so hard (laughs)! If the student can create a 29-piece portfolio by the end of the year, then 

they can do anything; they are prepared for any obstacle in life. They learn time management. They learn 

so many other skills through doing it, and are a lot more prepared, I think, for the real-world challenges. 

With this impetus for teaching the class, the thread of gaining real world skills appeared many 

times throughout the interviews and observations of Ms. Teary and her students in the forms of 

accountability, balance, and mirroring advertising's concept of billable hours. 

 

Accountability 

 

Students entered and began working on their websites without prompting during my observation 

of unstructured time. They showed a great sense of accountability for their time in class, but this 

high degree of self-regulation did not extend to out of school time as evidenced by the students' 

Time Log entries. Ms. Teary also was aware of accountability issues in her motivation for 

implementing the Time Log and observed the same disparity between home and school use: 
 

They just didn't think about it [how many hours are required in AP Design], so I wanted them to be more 

accountable for their time and start to be able to see like I worked on this for this long. This is how long it 

takes me to read something so when I'm given an assignment like this I know how much time I need. So 

they start to build time management skills about how to fit things, and because a lot of times they think 

they can finish something in a half-hour when it's really like a 2 1/2 hour kind of obstacle to tackle. Then 
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just to keep them accountable like that this is a lot of work and you need to have this many hours. For a 

lot of them it's new, and is the first time I've done it. And I think it's working well, but I think some 

students are struggling to build that time out of school. 

 

Balance 

 

Unlike most teachers at AIM, Ms. Teary only assigns one homework assignment per week. 

These assignments are due on Wednesdays.  
I always do one assignment a week, and it is always due on Wednesday. Somehow Wednesday is the day 

that everyone manages to turn it in, and Wednesday works for me. I want to give them time to know 

there's an assignment due every week.  Wednesday is a good time because some of the girls are very 

involved in sports, and extracurricular activities, and they are getting tons of homework from all their 

other classes, so, to give them some kind of room to balance - like a normal human being (laugh, laugh). 

 

Ms. Teary recognizes the amount of work students are getting in their other classes and feels the 

longer period allows students more time to balance work. This sentiment was not shared by 

many of the students who wanted the more familiar daily assignments. Amber articulated: 
I know that the homework is due on Wednesday. She does it every week so with such little homework for 

so much time. We do so much other stuff. I do complain about homework due the next day, but I don't 

think she should give us so much time to do such small assignments. 

 

Advertising-Billable Hours 

 

Ms. Teary runs the unstructured class time I observed as if she is still an art director. Ms. Teary 

circulated signing students' Time Logs, passing out exit tickets, and answering a few questions. 

She only gave very broad directions, leaving students with the responsibility to pick up where 

they had left off on assigned portfolio project revisions. Ms. Teary recognized this similarity 

during her interview: 
 

During the unstructured time I'm really just kind of a mentor or a facilitator. It's almost like my old job. 

It's almost like being an art director. They're just here to work. And I think they use their time well. And 

they're not wasteful with the time. 

 

Recalling her introduction of the Time Log to students, Ms. Teary used the metaphor of her 

previous job to explain the tool:  
 

When I worked at advertising we have the billable hours. I had to keep a timesheet for all my clients, and 

I turned it in every week. We had to do a bill on each job we were designing or working on and there was 

an expectation where I couldn't take five hours on some tiny type revision. That was not appropriate. 

Likewise, I explained to them that it was not appropriate for them to read two pages for five hours, 

because then there's a problem, and we have to get some sort of school services cause that would signify 

some sort of learning disability. So, I explained how we used it in the real world.  

 

Students' responses as to their conceptions of the purpose of the Time Log reflected Ms. Teary's 

hopes. Chardae noticed: 
 

I think she actually wants us to learn and apply what were doing. And actually keep track of what we are 

doing outside of school we can apply it when we get to college. 
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Shayla added: 

  
I think she wants us to have plans like what we're going to do with our time. I think she  wanted to keep 

track of what we were doing. She wants to prepare us for what she says could you be doing for a job and 

college so that we will not be procrastinating all the time. So, I think it does help us for the future. 

 

Connecting Hours Logged to Performance 

 

Student implementation of the Time Log out of school and answers as to their implementation 

focused more on the number of hours and short-term goals, despite their clear articulation of the 

connection of the Time Log to larger goals. 

 

Work Behind the Magic  

Attempting to help students connect the hours logged to their performance was one of Ms. 

Teary's goals in implementing the Time Log: 
 

Basically it is the students with the most hours doing the best work. You know, it's not totally 

surprising (ha, ha, ha, ha). And I think that kind of realization is good too, because there is myth 

with art or design that is just some sort of magical quality that some people are just sort of 

amazing at. Really those people may be more talented to some degree, but they're probably 

working their butts off to make their pieces work. It probably isn't as magical as everyone would 

think. So, I think dispelling the myth bit by little bit is very helpful. 

 

When asked if students saw any relationship between the amount of hours logged, and their 

performance, only two students saw a connection. Chardae shared: 
At first when I started coming my grades were terrible because I didn't understand anything in the class 

and I thought the class was impossible. And then when I started coming to coach class and getting more 

hours and getting a better understanding of the class I found it very easier to me. And also I need more 

hours so that makes it easier. 

 

This realization may be a function of the hours logged. The two students with the least hours 

logged did not see a connection and their usually pleasant tone was hostile when answering this 

question. Shayla responded: 

 

I don't see any correlation between my hours. I think it's really inconsiderate. I could see 50 

hours. I mean if you have 50 hours that's how you know you come to coach class and out of class 

time she gives you. It's really hard to spend 100 hours just for one class. I didn't see any 

difference in my grades for coming to coach classes. It's not like Photoshop is really hard to 

comprehend I don't even log a lot of hours for that. You just have to do it. I'm not a bad student 

or anything, but I don't think my work is the best or the worst. I think she should not only count 

our hours. Our other teachers even if you don't do well you get a good grade for trying. She 

should not only base the grade on hours. Even if you don't do your best with her other teachers 

they give you a grade for trying. Trying to do your work. Even if you don't complete your work 

you can get a good grade. 

 

Danielle's response focused less on the impossibility of hours and more on her personal priorities 

based on her career aspirations: 
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No. Well, because I forget about it because when I got so many hours I forget. My mind is on other 

homework assignments that are more important. It's not as important to me as English or science. I want 

to be an anesthesiologist. 

 

Not only did these two students have the least number of hours logged, they also did not aspire to 

major or minor in a field related to art. Therefore, the lower number of hours logged may be 

more a function of their assignment to the AP Design class or the low priority of investing time 

in this course when other courses are more related to their career goals. 

 

Ms. Teary anticipated this response to some degree, but hoped the Time Log would have more of 

an influence in making the hours concrete: 
 

Because every year at the beginning, the very first day when you're, you're, setting the 

expectations, I always have to say for AP, everyone always wants to know if the class is hard. I 

always very honestly say, “It's not hard, just a lot of work and that's how this class is." It's just a 

time commitment and sell every year in the beginning. I say okay you need to spend many hours 

outside of class every week. And they don't even flinch when you say 6-8 hours outside of class 

every week. They don't blink because I don't think, and then I don't think I've been thinking about 

it. They didn't understand. They didn't register how much time that was. They didn't think that's 

almost one or two hours a day every day, and how much time am I in school, and how much time 

does it take, and how it actually fits.  

 

Abstract as Tangible 

 

In her previous teaching position Ms. Teary saw the benefits of making the abstract concept of 

hours logged tangible in performance outcomes. Thomas, her previous school had very low 

homework completion rates. One year to combat this issue she had students make a book whose 

pages were added with completion of each assignment: 
 

It was cool too because the students who did more work, because we put the work in page by 

page by page, had stuffed books. So the students who did their work and were doing well in the 

class had big fat books by the end of the semester (chuckles). Then you saw the students who 

never came because they were never there. I think the students visually could see that and it 

made visually more sense. I always like when they can see these abstract concepts that they can't 

really see clearly. Their books would grow. And somehow the books they put it in made the 

homework work. They were adding to their book and some of the students were actually attached 

to their book. 

 

Students made this connection to some degree during the observation through their expression of 

wanting more time to work on their website. Many of the students were harsh, yet insightful 

critics of their own work. Approximately two-thirds of the class was revising previously 

completed assignments, showing at least an indirect understanding of spending more time 

improving work will produce a better result. 

 

Expectation vs. Explicit Requirement 

 

Ms. Teary, in describing how she decides the frequency and type of assignments, ended up 
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focusing her response on expectation: 
 

It's always the expectation if you don't finish it in class; you need to finish it outside of class. So 

normally we'll stop working on something in class, and we'll move on to something else. But the 

deadline is a couple days removed, so although that's not technically homework, it's just an 

expectation; if you can't get it done, or most of them it's hard to get done in class. It does take a 

lot of extra time, so they should be doing class extensions regularly. 

 

This expectation is in direct contrast to students' desire for explicit assignments. This also 

contrasts with the short-term expectations from the students' other classes. Most of the other 

classes assign homework every night. The normal expectation, at least for English, is an hour of 

homework per night. 

 

Short Versus Long-Term Assignments 

 

The ideal version of how Ms. Teary envisioned students using the Time Log is described in her 

words below: 
 

I pictured them kind of, making their own self targets per week that they needed to achieve. That 

didn't happen, so I think I need to structure the form so that they are doing that kind of self-

reflective process that I thought would have been occurring. For example, I need this many 

points, or I need this many hours, so I'm going to do this many times a week. This wasn't a 

natural response for my students, so I think I have to break the form so that they're adding every 

week or so and they kind of see a gradeish equivalent each week to kind of break it down 

because they think one quarter is too big for them. At progress report time where their progress 

target was 50 hours, they failed miserably with meeting the target. Teenagers are true 

procrastinators. And I think just looking at it as this whole big thing was a little too much for 

them. 

 

Although Ms. Teary classifies teenagers as "true procrastinators" she recognizes the failings of 

the tool as far as not providing the kind of structural supports students need when faced with a 

large task they feel is overwhelming. Earlier in the interview and in follow-ups Ms. Teary 

wrestled with how much support to provide as more categorization and explicit tasks will most 

likely lead to higher success, but is a handicap for students which contradicts Ms. Teary's 

ultimate goal of preparing students for "real-world challenges" and greater independence in 

college. 

 

Chardae in comparing the amount of work in AP Design to other courses said: 

 

When it comes to the other classes work is more realistic. Like it just happens you don't really 

work. You don't have a set time for how many hours because it always varies. When it comes to 

doing a Time Log and everything . . . yeah, it's more pressure you have to like find something to 

do. When it comes to other homework you just do it and it's done. 

 

While Ms. Teary felt she made clear divisions regarding what was appropriate to record on the 

Time Log, she finds herself still clarifying what can be recorded, especially in regards to out of 

class work. Interestingly, she observed the following phenomenon: 
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I'm not really sure why, but the students made stuff up in their minds that all this is for projects. 

This is not for reading. This is for this. So they made up rules that didn't exist with the Time Log. 

 

While many students articulated a desire for less time on homework assignments, others, like 

Shayla, wanted more assignments to make it easier to reach the target number of hours: 

 

I think she should give us more assignments to help us make up our hours. She doesn't give us a 

lot of assignments to help us reach 100 hours I don't see what she wants us to do on the 

computer that takes a 100 hours. 

 

Only Amber, who logged the most hours at 78, liked having one assignment per week and 

recognized, when asked what she would change about the Time Log, working out of class sooner 

would have allowed her to complete the hours and improve her performance: 
 

I like it once a week because we have a lot of classes and there's so much work that I don't have 

time. One homework a week is better than if I have one every day I would stress out as I have 

like English. It's the same day every week so how can you forget? I would not change it, but I 

would have wished I worked more out of class sooner. 

 

Working Backwards 

 

Ms. Teary expected students to ideally work backwards from the number of hours they wanted in 

order to drive weekly use of the Time Log: 
 

The expectation of this class is that they are doing so much work, that it is a time commitment, and that 

their time commitment was 100 hours for the quarter. I said okay so there's 10 weeks in the quarter how 

many hours per week, and I was like decide what grade you want. Maybe you don't want 100%. Maybe 

you want 90%. So how many hours are you really trying to get?  

 

In reference to what, if anything, Ms. Teary would change about unstructured class time she 

replied: 
 

I don't know. I think all teachers, we're weird where we have to give up control and you always 

see one student not maybe doing the best use of her time. But if everybody else is using their 

time, is that okay? Sometimes you just need to push the one student in the right direction. I like 

being able to give them a deadline and then having them figure out the time and figure out their 

own way how to meet that deadline and not have me saying you need to be at this part at this 

time.  

 

It is precisely this freedom for students to figure out their own way that is creating confusion for 

the students.  

 

All of the students interviewed used a calendar and or a system in which they completed 

homework before it is due and prioritized according to length of time, difficulty or due date. The 

students seem to be very conscientious, and also methodical. Despite this methodical approach, 

students seem limited to thinking ahead and planning only within a day or week block and thus 

are planning one day at a time in a forward manner instead of using a more strategic, backwards 
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design as Ms. Teary had hoped. The students' approach makes sense given that the due dates for 

assignments in other classes are typically one day. Therefore the prioritizing occurs within a 24-

hour cycle and priorities are decided among subjects. The Time Log, on the other hand, requires 

planning for 10 weeks at a time and working backwards to divide this stretch of time into shorter 

periods. A due date 10 weeks ahead is not something a student will be reminded of daily in her 

planner and will only appear in the priority system during the last week of the semester, which 

may be too late to complete the required hours. 

 

This discrepancy may account for the students' feelings that completing the Time Log is 

impossible. Students have little trouble completing an hour of English homework per night when 

the instructor has broken the required assignments down into daily assignments. Students do not 

seem to realize that the in and out of class time they spend on English adds up to approximately 

the same amount of hours Ms. Teary expects students to log. The difference then lies in self-

regulation, or perhaps more basically realistic conceptions of time. Many students thought it was 

going to be easy to reach 100 hours and that most would be completed in class. For many, 

midterm was as one student quipped " a wake-up call" when she was surprised and disappointed 

that she wasn't close to the 50 hour target. Another student shared: 

 

I thought it was going to be easy as getting them in class. The thing that made it harder was the 

recommended hours that you're supposed to have and you're supposed to do it on your own time 

and all that stuff. When I first got it I thought, 'Oh my gosh! I'm going to have to put down 

everything that I do.' Sometimes I skip things and I forget to add it to the Time Log. And this 

record is wrecking my grade. If it was recommended hours, I think it would just be easier. 

 

When asked how they used the time log, most students have reported that they started using it 

every day, although this daily usage seems limited to in class time or coach class. Students have 

not extended the daily recordings to their out of class time. Shayla, who has logged 35 hours 

mostly from class time, explained: 
I usually write in my timeline the end of the week. If I had to go to coach class Ms. Teary will sign it. It's 

not like I'm thinking about it all of the time. It is easy to forget about it, and it stresses me out when I 

forget about it. I'm more worried about class time. I do think every day should be an hour. I'm putting so 

much work into this, and so little is coming out. 

 

In class students were able to bridge the gap between expectation and explicit requirements 

through initiative and creativity. Student conversation during the observed periods included: "I 

didn't write enough,” "I need more stuff. Should I change that?" and "If I make the clouds 

appear, it poofs under the words. It will work. My first one was flat. This one is more dynamic 

because it has contrast." These unprompted comments show when students are immersed in their 

work, their reflections led to many possibilities for revisions. One student realized as she was 

writing her artist statement that her concept was not as interesting as she would like. She, like 

many other students, typed very specific changes they would like to make to revise their work. 

 

Despite this recognition of how to enhance their work, very few students reported, during 

observation or interviews, working on these ideas out of class. In fact students repeatedly 

articulated wanting more time in class to work on the projects. Even at the end of the quarter, it 

was not obvious to students that their desire for more time on projects and their requirement to 

log 100 hours on their Time Log could be merged. Instead students wanted more specific 
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homework assignments in order to be able to complete 100 hours. 

 

During the observation there was one example of a student connecting her in class work to work 

she could do at home even without the design programs; one student suggested that she could 

type out her artist statement at home over the week so that she can cut-and-paste in class on 

Monday and maximize her time in order to finish her assignment of publishing the website by 

Monday. Other students sitting near her really responded to this idea, however none of them had 

thought of this on their own before this one student came to this realization at the end of the 

quarter. It seems the pressure of the assignment due Monday inspired her creative solution.  

 

Conclusions 
 

Ms. Teary instituted the Time Log this year as an experimental tool based on the assumptions 

that the process of logging time would motivate students to "put more time and effort" into 

they're work by giving them "something concrete that they're responsible for."  While the 

students conceptually understand the purpose and benefits of the Time Log in terms of planning 

and preparation for a job or college, students did not exhibit planning behaviours in terms of 

dividing their time appropriately to reach the target of 100 hours and ultimately practically 

understood the Time Log only to the extent to which AP Design was relevant to their particular 

career aspirations.  

 

In terms of connecting hours logged to performance, results were mixed. Higher subject interest 

and greater hours logged generally led to a greater recognition of a correlation between the 

number of hours logged and performance. The idea of work behind magic was not totally 

dispelled mostly due to students holding on to the belief achieving 100 hours in a quarter is 

impossible. Considering this myth is often deep-rooted and students are only in their first quarter 

of exposure to the Time Log, this is not surprising. More progress was made in class in terms of 

making the abstract tangible through the log as evidenced by the highly reflective and self-

regulated behaviour exhibited by students during unstructured class time. These gains were not 

apparent in students' use of the Time Log at home since this part relies more on implicit 

expectation, a concept foreign to the students in their other classes. 

 

Interpretively, this dichotomy between expectation and explicit requirements seems to be at the 

root of what is lost in translation between students and teachers in the struggle for self-regulation 

represented by the Time Log in this AP Design class. Bridging the gap between explicit 

requirements and expectations requires initiative and intrinsic motivation. Although Ms. Teary's 

students are concerned by the requirement to log 100 hours, most seem baffled by how it is 

possible to do so with only one explicit homework assignment per week that does not take very 

many hours to complete. This is evidenced by the paradox of most students reporting in the 

interview and during observations that they wished they had more time on assignments, but very 

few logging any hours outside of class completing their portfolio pieces begun in class.  

 

Ms. Teary's focus on expectation and students taking responsibility is by design; she 

purposefully assigns fewer explicit homework assignments, yet expects students to log at least 

100 hours per semester on their Time Log. Students were looking for a specific assignment, short 

term due date, and a direct one-to-one correspondence to a grade. Even though the Time Log is 
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graded, the assignments are broad and the due date is 10 weeks from when the Time Log was 

introduced. This additional freedom was foreign to students. Most students rose to the challenge 

of self-regulation as evidenced by on task behaviour for the majority of a 47-minute class period. 

However, this regulation took place in a school environment with a website containing three 

portfolio pieces due imminently showing a gap between home and school behaviours. 

 

During the interview, Ms. Teary responded to what, if anything, she would change about the 

Time Log. This is a question about which she had been thinking through the semester and 

especially after I contacted her to investigate the use of the Time Log. She was aware when I 

shared general student comments with her that students wanted more assistance in class, explicit 

instruction, and specific assignments. However, completely fulfilling these students' desires 

would be completely against the aspects she enjoys most about teaching AP Design. Accordingly 

her response regarding revision was conflicted: 

 

I always wrestle with doing things like this because at some point you are making it too easy. 

They're not being organized. You are doing everything for them. They are about to go to college 

and not have these kinds of structures. So how much structure do you give them before you are 

handicapping them in some way? So, this will be what I sleep on over the weekend to decide my 

level of structure for them to figure out what is best for them in the long term - not just make it 

easy for them, easy for me in class or easy for them in class - whether they actually got 

embedded in the long run in life. 
 

Ultimately, Ms. Teary decided to restructure the Time Log based on her own observations and 

reflections resulting from this qualitative investigation. The revised Time Log (Figures 2 and 3) 

will be used during the second quarter. The new tool, instead of one log for all types of work, 

compartmentalizes the grids into mini logs with the headings: online homework, in class hours, 

school wide labs, field trips, coach class, midterm, and miscellaneous. Additionally, the number 

of hours possible for various sections is listed (e.g. 22 hours of class work) and some sections are 

broken into weeks or dates making the process more transparent and prescriptive in the sense of 

a worksheet.  

 

It remains to be seen how this revision will affect student use of the Time Log. I expect the 

students will be more aware of missing blanks for hours and see these as missed opportunities. 

Consequently this scaffold coupled with the fact that the students will be more familiar with the 

process of logging time will most likely produce greater success in terms of students logging 

more hours. However, the out of school time (excluding labs) is still open. As a result of students 

being more successful reaching their hours through structured school opportunities, there may be 

less incentive for students to exhibit the true self-regulation, initiative, and creativity needed to 

invest more hours on planning, revising, training, or exploring AP Design related work that is not 

directly tied to an impending due date and grade. This would still leave a gap between 

expectations and explicit requirements. However, a major benefit of the new form is that it might 

demonstrate to students that 100 hours or more are attainable through structure and discipline. If 

students see this possibility, it would be interesting to study what would happen third semester if 

Ms. Teary switched back to the original tool third semester or upped the hours required at home 

without increasing the amount of explicitly assigned homework. 
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Limitations 
 

Due to the abbreviated nature of the observations to one time period and the sample of only four 

AP design students in the interview, the study has many limitations. Beyond the obvious lack of 

extended time, the sampling provides a few limitations. AIM is a selective, all girls, high school 

in an urban district. Student and teacher use of time log and self-regulation may be confounded 

by any one of these factors. Further the initial implementation of the tool and the students' 

behaviour before the implementation of the Time Log or in other classes was not observed. 

Therefore, although I observed highly self-regulated student on task behaviour, I do not know if 

this same level would have occurred in the absence of the Time Log or without the pressure of 

the end of the semester. Additionally, the students who participated in the survey were self-

selected and available after school. For these reasons, they may not accurately represent the 

population of the AP Design class. Further the type of class (Advanced Placement, Design, 

demanding portfolio requirement in terms of number of pieces, and most work done on the 

computer using unfamiliar software) may have produced responses from students that are more a 

function of the type of class than the actual Time Log itself. Most notably, the Time Log was a 

new tool for both the teacher and the students in this study. Accordingly, one semester may not 

be enough time to gauge its impact, as the tool was unfamiliar to students and required 

behaviours not expected in other classes. As Ms. Teary observed: 
 

I think it is working as in that way [concrete tool inspiring greater work ethic] because I'm 

seeing with this year's group that this year's group of students has a more solid work ethic, 

which I think is good. It might just be the group of students. I might never know until I do a 

couple more years and figure it out, but I would love to say that that is what is responsible for 

the change I've seen this year. 

 

Areas for Future Study 

 

The role of a Time Log in student self- regulation should be studied over a longer period of time. 

The revised format (Figures 2 and 3), which will be introduced by Ms. Teary second semester as 

a result of this investigation and her reflections, should be studied to determine the effects of 

breaking time down into more structured categories on the Time Log. Areas for future study also 

include examining how male students would use a Time Log and if student use of a Time Log 

would be different in a course such as English or a course with nightly assignments, at a lower 

performing school, or in a course that is not advanced. Another area of interest is whether or not 

specific math instruction in hour calculation or eliminating the parent or Lab Monitor signature 

column affects student use. Observations of student use of Time Log outside of school hours 

should be conducted to determine if the gap between expectation and explicitness is more a 

matter of initiative, creativity, priority, or simply explicitness. Finally, the extent to which 

workplace research on employee motivation and effective managing extends to the classroom, 

especially in regards to tools for self-regulation, is an area ripe for future investigation. 
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Appendix 1. 
 

Figure 1. Original Time Log Used During First Quarter 
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Figure 2. Revised Time Log for Use in the Second Quarter (Page 1) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



32 

Figure 3. Revised Time Log for Use in the Second Quarter (Page 2) 
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ABSTRACT 

Attempts at abolition of capital punishment have recently recognized the value of having law 

enforcement support but it has often been compromised by legislative sub-plot and agenda when 

it comes to key votes to abolish a state’s death penalty statute.  Efforts in law enforcement 

outreach in this area needs to recognize what we refer to as “the Dickensian dilemma” 

confronted by most officers and the political cache of aggravating factors in the sentencing 

process for those who support the death penalty.  This paper exposes these legislative sub-plots 

which directly affect capital sentencing, using the experiences of abolition efforts in both Illinois 

and Connecticut to highlight these sub-plots.  We then examine death sentence in Connecticut 

over a 34-year period and focus on the disposition of recent murder cases which highlight the 

application of aggravating factors. From this analysis, we find an uneven and disparate 

application of death sentences in the State of Connecticut. 

 

KeyWords: capital punishment, death penalty, aggravating factors, Dickens, law enforcement, 

sentencing, legislature 

 

 

There is a metaphor at work when it comes to capital punishment and there is a reason it is meant 

to be so – no one wants the reality, its truths and utter consequences.  This metaphor may be in 

the form of the retributive model, “an eye for an eye”, or the deterrent as in the expression that 

capital punishment should be reserved for the “worst of the worse” in order to protect society.  

Metaphors in this regard are easier and less confrontational for conveying meaning, no matter 

how illusory that meaning may be.  The problem with this use of metaphor is that rather than 

convey clearer meaning or understanding through illustrative example it is used to obfuscate and 

deceive.  Nowhere is this deception more obvious than in the hyperbole that the death penalty is 

necessary for law enforcement – that is as typically stated, for the protection of law enforcement 

and to assist law enforcement in resolving murder cases.  This is the politically expedient 

argument, the raw, emotional heart-tug, usually prompted after the line-of-duty murder of a 

police officer.   The scene has become familiar, the politician vowing to re-instate the death 

penalty in states without capital punishment or to quicken the process for sending those 

responsible to death row in states that have capital punishment in name only.  It has become the 

equivalent of the campaign-trail “kissing a baby” photo op.   

 

We have come upon our own metaphor for what is wrong with the capital punishment debate in 

the United States and once again we find it in the writings of Charles Dickens.  It is a metaphor 

more analogous to the present reality of the death penalty debate in America.  Additionally, it is 

blended with the personal internal debate over capital punishment and societal resolution of how 
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far the state can go in seeking and implementing the sanction for crime that plagued Dickens 

himself. In Bleak House Dickens gives us a tale of the tortured path of the fictional estate 

litigation in Jarndyce v. Jarndyce and the case’s interminable progress in the Chancery Court.  

The Chancery becomes for Dickens symbolic of all that is wrong with the law, using fogs 

varying imagery for a metaphorical criticism of the law:  

 

“Well may the court be dim, with wasting candles here and there; well may the fog hang heavy 

in it, as if it would never get out; well may the stained-glass windows lose their colour and admit 

no light of day into the place; well may the uninitiated from the streets, who peep in through the 

glass panes in the door, be deterred from entrance by its owlish aspect and by the drawl, 

languidly echoing to the roof from the padded dais where the Lord High Chancellor looks into 

the lantern that has no light in it and where the attendant wigs are all stuck in a fog-bank!” 

(Dickens, Bleak House, 2003) 

 

This imagery is not epochal; its criticisms have not dimmed with time.  When it comes to the 

debate on capital punishment, specifically the performance of state legislative bodies and the role 

that they play in influencing sentencing, we find a similar fog and density.  Nowhere is this more 

clouded than in the statutory language of aggravating factors as the predicate for a capital case.  

Further, abolitionist efforts to reach out to law enforcement have withered in this fog, victim of 

political hyperbole and Orwellian “double-speak.”  Even though law enforcement over the past 

two decades has become more responsive to socio-legal criticisms there has been a deaf ear 

turned to those same criticisms when it comes to capital punishment in America.  Law 

enforcement has been a sacrificial lamb at the altar of political rhetoric in the capital punishment 

debate.  In a prior paper (-----------------------------), we argued for the necessity in reaching out to 

law enforcement officers at the line and supervisory level, but more specifically at the line level, 

in an attempt to shift the death penalty debate away from the disingenuous support model based 

on the needs of law enforcement.  We used a comparison of two strikingly similar cases, one 

from New York the other from Connecticut, along with statistical reference to police officer line 

of duty homicides to highlight the problems encountered with the reliance on the legal 

justification for the death penalty based on aggravating factors.  In that paper, A Tale of Two 

Towns: Why Relying on Aggravating Circumstances to Support Capital Punishment in Law 

Enforcement Has Become So Aggravating, we began with a loosely based Dickensian theme as a 

backdrop to our argument but since then we have made a more in-depth exploration into this 

thematic expression for what our own experience in the abolition movement has presented to us.  

Dickens himself is central to this discussion since his observations of the relevant mood of 19
th

 

century England and his own views on the matter depict not only the timelessness of the debate 

but more fundamentally the error of the process.  This paper is divided into three parts: the first 

part explores the Dickensian dilemma as we see it from the 19
th

 century perspective and as it is 

carried over into the present day discussion; the second part discusses our own experiences in the 

state legislative process and the successes and failures in obtaining political support for abolition.  

Finally, in part three we address the statutory use of aggravating factors to justify capital cases 

and point to the obvious shortcomings in this purported objective legal standard in the sentencing 

process.  We do this with a view to informing and gathering law enforcement support for 

abolition and shifting political debate away from arguments which complicate relevant 

sentencing decisions. 
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The Dickensian Dilemma: Conflict and Resolve in the Death Penalty Debate 
 

The discussion of the death penalty and aggravating factors begins with our own metaphorical 

inference from the works of Charles Dickens, particularly here with Bleak House, and the 

broader views of Dickens on the death penalty as practiced in 19
th

 century England.  His views 

are instructive not only in the context of the metaphor we have sought to employ but also more 

pointedly in the recurring theme when it comes to aggravating factors and the imposition of the 

death penalty.  As a social critic Dickens’ observations were not only astute but largely 

experiential.  Like any good writer his material came from his own life.  But success and wealth 

did not temper his observations.  Later social commentary, as in Bleak House, became more 

critical.  By the time he had published Bleak House in 1853 he had already made a celebrated 

journey to America in 1842 and published a series of letters on capital punishment in 1846 in the 

London Daily News and later in 1849 in the London Times.  The 1842 journey to the United 

States resulted that year in the publication of his American Notes a compendium of observations 

and impressions gathered on that trip.  Throughout the text there are vignettes of trips Dickens 

made to local jails or prisons beginning with his visit to a prison in Hartford and culminating 

with a chapter devoted to Philadelphia and its Eastern State Penitentiary at the end of Volume I.  

Volume II contains a short description of a local penitentiary visit and two cases that caught his 

attention in Baltimore and concludes with a chapter on slavery.  There is an innate interest with 

the human condition that Dickens exhibits in these writings especially when liberty is 

constrained by government conduct.  While Dickens exhibits no obvious objection to the ability 

to punish wrongdoers his inquiry focuses more on the means and methods.  In a subtle reference 

to the incongruity of capital sentencing Dickens recounts a visit to the infamous Tombs in lower 

Manhattan.  During his visit he encounters a cell in which the inmate’s clothes are scattered on 

the floor and inquires of his escorting guard why they are not placed on a hook.  The guard 

informs the visiting Dickens that there used to be hooks in the cells for the clothes but that some 

inmates would commit suicide by hanging themselves from the hooks so the administration had 

them removed.  Dickens notes that only the holes where the hooks had once been are left in the 

cell wall.  The following paragraph exhibits the ultimate irony in this scene: 

 

“The prison-yard in which he pauses now, has been the scene of terrible performance.  Into this 

narrow, grave-like place, men are brought out to die.  The wretched creature stands beneath he 

gibbet on the ground; the rope about his neck; and when the sign is given, a weight at its other 

end comes running down, and swings him up into the air – a corpse. 

 

The law requires that there be present at this dismal spectacle, the judge, the jury, and citizens to 

the amount of twenty-five.  From the community it is hidden.” (Dickens, 1842) 

 

The last line referring to the hidden nature of capital punishment in the United States stood at the 

time in contrast to England where executions were public displays up until 1866.  Troubling as 

this may have been to Dickens then the public nature of execution in England would later come 

to present its own troublesome aspect as indicated in his 1846 Daily News letters.  However, it is 

Volume II Chapter the Ninth, Slavery, which foreshadows much of Dickens later arguments 

against the death penalty and provides a prescient glimpse of subsequent United States court 

challenges to capital punishment as developed in cases like Furman v. Georgia and McClesky v. 

Kemp.  Dickens in this chapter denounces the atrocities of the slave trade in America but more 
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pointedly attacks the attitude of the citizenry which allows the practice to continue.  Dickens 

writes, “Public opinion has made the law”, thus allowing an abhorrent practice to continue.  The 

incongruity between public opinion and what should be proper legislative function becomes a 

problem when it is focused on the death penalty debate.  Public fiat pandered to for votes and 

tough on crime agendas fails to comprehend the enormity of failure that modern day capital 

sentencing has become.  Yet the dilemma remains -- how does one propose to be tough on crime 

when they do not support the state’s mechanism of death for the most depraved of murderers?  

This is the heart of the problem we first addressed in A Tale of Two Towns when discussing law 

enforcement attitudes toward capital punishment and abolitionist outreach to that important 

political segment in the debate (Dwyer & Kain, 2012).  We have labeled it a Dickensian 

Dilemma for the reason that Dickens himself saw the need to address that issue in his first letter 

to the Daily News  on February 23, 1846: “I wish to be distinctly understood, in the outset, as 

writing in no spirit of sympathy with the criminal.” (Dickens, Letter to the Daily News, 1846)  

This prefacing remark indicates that the dialogue on capital punishment is not one about relative 

positions on crime control but on more profound questions relating to punishment and state 

sanctioned sentencing behavior.  Dickens follows his comment with his initial two inquiries into 

the subject: first, whether the true object of all punishment is not to reform the offender and 

second, whether such an extreme sanction can be pronounced by fallible and erring officials.  

These questions and concerns continue to this day.  For Dickens the answers were simple.  

Capital punishment was not a palpable reformation:   

 

“But I do distinctly challenge and dispute this kind of reformation.  Besides that the reformation 

brought about by legal punishment, should be, to be satisfactory, a living, lasting, growing one: 

working on, in degradation and humility, from day to day; and striving, in its chains, and labour, 

and long-distant Hope, to make some atonement always;-- besides this, I doubt the possibility of 

a great change being wrought in any man’s heart and nature, in the flush and fever of that flying 

interval between the Warrant and the Noose.”  (Dickens, Letter to the Daily News February 23, 

1846) 

 

But, in reinforcing his earlier line of inquiry, he subsequently asks again, “whether an 

irrevocable punishment be, on principle, justifiable; ordained as it necessarily is, by men of 

fallible judgment, whose powers of arriving at the truth are limited and in whom there is the 

capacity of mistake and false deduction.”  (Dickens, Letter to the Daily News February 23, 1846) 

 

This is the launching point for Dickens’ attack on capital punishment, more poignant perhaps 

due to his prior support for the death penalty.  A change in position which undoubtedly led to the 

opening remark in his February 23 letter regarding his general position on crime and criminals.  

The dilemma is further complicated with Dickens later conservative shift after 1850 and his 

refutation of his earlier abolitionist position.  He would continue to only speak out against the 

public nature of executions, attacking them as he had in the earlier Daily News letters as being 

degrading to the impression left of the law itself.  In his February 28, 1846 letter to the Daily 

News Dickens wrote of a public execution he witnessed, the hanging at Newgate Prison of 

Francois Benjamin Courvoisier, a valet who murdered Lord William Russell, a Member of 

Parliament for whom Courvoisier was employed as a valet: “It was so loathsome, pitiful, and 

vile a sight, that the law appeared to be as bad as he, or worse; being very much the stronger, 
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and shedding around it far more dismal contagion.” (Dickens, Letter to the Daily News February 

28, 1846) 

 

By the time of the publication of Bleak House Dickens had returned to his support of the death 

penalty but in his writing still derided the complexities and shifting “fog” created by the legal 

system’s capital sentencing structure.  The difficulty Dickens himself had with the subject of 

capital punishment reflects the conflict with internal beliefs and social views on the subject.  This 

is a dilemma faced by two disparate but wedded groups in our discussion – law enforcement and 

crime control legislators responsible for promulgating support for the ultimate sanction.  The 

problem is an enduring one, carried over from the 19
th

 century concerns of an English novelist to 

the present day debate.  Just as Dickens wrote in 1846 about the lack of deterrent effect public 

executions had on crime control (referencing the pickpockets who would troll the gathering at 

public hangings), the undeserved curiousity and celebrity that transfers to condemned murderers, 

the debasement of life that attends to a system of capital punishment (he cites in the March 9, 

1846 letter the fact that murders in London and Middlesex went down in years when public 

executions were reduced), and the moral issues of the penalty (neither slavery or execution he 

commented could be considered a Christian law) so too do these critcisms resonate today.  These 

recriminations should have more value today based on the “evolving standards of decency” 

rationale first articulated by the U.S. Supreme Court in Atkins v. Virginia.  Still, the weight of 

public opinion in support of the death penalty remains, caught in the “fog” of aggravating factors 

and the fiction that the legal system can truly separate the “worst from the worse” of society.  We 

are left with a broken machinery which Justice Blackmun in his 1994 Callins v. Collins dissent 

indicated was beyond repair.  Our own metaphor which we have borrowed from Bleak House has 

been used in the past to symbolize this broken machine.  In a 2008 article on indigent defense 

Gould writes:  “With caseloads more than double the level recommended by the American Bar 

Association and salaries significantly lower than those availale in private practice, public 

defenders…inhabit a professional world that at times resembles a scene out of Charles Dickens’ 

Bleak House.” (Gould, 2008)  Clearly within the realm of death penalty appellate litigation in the 

United States equal access to justice and  effective assistance of counsel claims have been lain at 

the feet of the availability and quality of indigent defense.  Yet, the vitality of our metaphor more 

clearly finds its home in the frustrations of Justice Rehnquist’s 1981 dissent in Coleman v. 

Balkcom wherein he writes: ”…this Court and the lower federal courts have converted the 

constitutional limits upon imposition of the death penalty by the States and the Federal 

Government into arcane niceties which parallel the equity court practices described in Charles 

Dickens’ Bleak House.”  Rehnquist’s dissent is in response to the Court’s denial of certiorari for 

a capital defendant.  He dissented not from a conversion of belief but from the fact that the 

Court’s denial of certiorari will not end the defendant’s appeals and attempts to avoid his capital 

sentence.  Rehnquist seeks finality in his dissent and favors review so as to end any alternate 

claim the petitioner may make before a lower federal court on habeas appeal.  The system has, in 

Rehnquist’s view, provided too many obstacles to a punitive remedy the Court has previously 

held constitutional, thereby clouding the administration of justice.  Herein lies the problem, can 

we realistically expedite the constitutionally approved remedy without diminishing the very 

rights and protections that we acknowledge are the foundation of its constitutionality?  

Conversely, how can we rationalize the fiction of constitutionality and its corresponding fiction 

of aggravating factors when we have a workable option in life imprisonment?  These are further 

proof of the Dickensian Dilemma.  It is a dilemma carried forward into the state house as 
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legislatures independently struggle with the question of whether or not to continue to fund capital 

punishment in their state.  It is struggle seeking light through the fog. 

 

Lifting the Fog: Lessons from Legislative Interaction 
 

It serves no purpose to simply pose the questions to a problem without suggesting an answer or a 

solution.  Our own suggestions at solution take us from Illinois to Connecticut in proposing 

abolition.  In doing so there are two core constituencies of death penalty proponents that must be 

confronted -- victim families and law enforcement.  The first has been equally matched in 

legislative chambers with victim families in opposition to the death penalty, perhaps even 

overmatched, with clear and convincing evidence that victims do not receive the “closure” they 

seek through execution and their travails through the capital conviction process                         

(Murder Victims Families for Human Rights, 2012; Vollum, 2010).  But the second, law 

enforcement, has not been equally represented in abolition circles.  As we indicated in our 

previous paper the ingrained culture of law enforcement has much to do with their silence and 

absence on this issue despite what may be personal attitudes opposing the death penalty (----------

-------------------------).  The political weight which law enforcement carries in the legislative 

discussions on the death penalty cannot be underestimated.  Recent studies have revealed that the 

views of police executives and criminologists alike have called into question the validity of 

claims that the death penalty is a deterrent to crime (Dieter, 2009; Dieter, 1995; Radelet and 

Akers, 1996).  Most recently a prominent law enforcement official, former FBI Director William 

Sessions, spoke out in opposition to a specific case in Georgia where evidence of innocence 

claims in a capital case involving the death of a police officer were summarily dismissed by 

every possible court or administratively powered agency rather than calling for an investigation 

(Sessions, 2011).   Other law enforcement officers have begun to write publically in opposition 

to capital punishment as well (May, 2008; Urbina, 2008).  

 

We first discuss the Illinois experience relative to the process leading to abolition of capital 

punishment in 2011.  We then examine the State of Connecticut, which just abolished capital 

punishment in April 2012 after three consecutive years of failed attempts toward death penalty 

abolition.  An examination of both states reveals to us the operation of the Dickensian dilemma 

surrounding the capital punishment debate in legislative circles – that is, how does one propose 

to be tough on crime but not in support of the death penalty? 

 

The Illinois Experience 
 

In Illinois the decade long focus on wrongful conviction and errors in the application of capital 

punishment statutes opened the door for many law enforcement officials to criticize capital 

punishment.  The experience in Illinois and the legislative lobbying prior to Governor Ryan’s 

issuance of a moratorium and ultimately a pardon of all capital felons in 2005 is illustrative of 

the efforts which ultimately led to repeal of the Illinois capital statute in 2011.  The critical 

statements from the law enforcement community regarding debates on abolition are worthy to 

note. 

 

Much of the criticism of capital punishment from the law enforcement community centered on 

the wasting of scarce crime prevention resources and the time spent chasing a handful of 
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executions when countless other crimes remained unsolved while the criminals who committed 

them remained free.  Many law enforcement officials found it a distraction from their goal of 

public safety and were able to make their voices and opinions heard due to the creation and 

existence of a state-wide task force, the Illinois Commission on Capital Punishment, which was 

designed to examine capital sentencing.  Among those who voiced their concern was Ken Jones, 

a retired commander of the Cook County, Illinois Sheriff’s Department, who stated: 

 

“What does the death penalty do for us?  Without any deterrent value, it certainly is not an 

effective law enforcement tool.  Effective law enforcement and crime prevention requires 

precious resources that are being wasted on this ineffective and broken program.  In times of 

fiscal crisis the programs that fail to achieve their own goals should be the first to go.” (Illinois 

Coalition Against the Death Penalty, 2010) 

 

Even former Illinois prosecutors David Joslyn and Jim Lavine made their position on capital 

punishment known: 

 

“The death penalty makes no sense as a law enforcement tool.  Any law enforcement 

officer will tell you that it has no deterrent effect.  Coupled with how much 

time, energy and money we pour into the death penalty system, it is nothing but a burden 

on prosecutors, the courts and the taxpayers.   If we get rid of the death penalty, 

prosecutor’s offices and the courts would be more effective and the public will be safer as 

a result.” (Joslyn, ICADP) 

 

“I was a special prosecutor in Cook County.  I know the pressures and demands that law 

enforcement officials have, and I am certain that the death penalty is not needed to keep 

our cities safe.  On the contrary, the millions of dollars and thousands of hours or 

prosecutorial time that we spend on a handful of capital cases would be much better 

invested in effective programs to prevent crime and prosecute offenders.   The death 

penalty is a costly distraction from real programs that could help our communities.” 

(Lavine, ICADP) 

 

Still, the fog referenced by Dickens remained as dense during the abolition debate as it might 

have first appeared in Illinois seven years earlier.  Despite overwhelming evidence of major 

errors in the capital process which resulted in numerous erroneous convictions, Illinois 

legislators remained staunchly in support of capital punishment, even criticizing Governor 

Ryan’s decision to rescind death sentences in the face of this overwhelming evidence.  The 

Illinois Coalition Against the Death Penalty (ICADP) developed and maintained a focused 

campaign to repeal capital punishment, which along the way developed a strategy designed to 

overcome legislative resistance.  Rather than fight against and contradict the claims nestled 

within the ingrained culture of law enforcement support for capital punishment, the ICADP 

enlisted the assistance of and support of the law enforcement community to strengthen their 

efforts.  Although current prosecutors remained steadfast in their opposition to anti-death penalty 

legislation, police agencies in Illinois began to listen carefully to the constructed arguments 

proffered by the ICADP.  These arguments actually developed and strengthened law 

enforcement initiatives to reduce crime, the kinds of initiatives which many law enforcement 

officials acknowledged were far better tools in the fight against crime than what can be promised 
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through capital punishment (Dieter, 2009; Dieter, 1995).  The ICADP focused their anti-death 

penalty campaign in large part on strengthening law enforcement efforts through diverting funds 

from a $114 million capital trial fund to enhanced law enforcement training and crime laboratory 

improvements.  At the same time the ICADP called for a similar diversion of capital trial funds 

to enhanced services for victims of violent crimes, specifically to those who are surviving family 

members of murder.  This two-pronged strategy formed the backbone of the ICADP campaign 

but the battles which would ensue would once again release the illusory fog which permeated the 

state house in Springfield.   

 

Legislators encountered some of the very men falsely condemned to die in their state. Many were 

left speechless as former death row inmates such as Randy Seidel, one of Illinois’ falsely 

convicted and condemned but now exonerated, stood before them and challenged their support of 

capital punishment, a process which would have killed him if not nullified by a gubernatorial 

order.  Numerous surviving family members of murder, who lost loved ones and friends, testified 

to the pain and suffering they endured by being paraded through a faulty, slow and painfully 

grueling death penalty process.  Co-author ----, was summoned by the ICADP to assist in their 

efforts to communicate with the law enforcement community and pro-death penalty legislators to 

gain support for their initiative.  Interestingly, support was garnered more easily from the law 

enforcement community than from legislators.  After a meeting between the ICADP law 

enforcement outreach committee, of which ---- was a member, and the Illinois Association of 

Law Enforcement Executives (IALEE), the IALEE executive membership voted to support the 

effort toward abolition and forwarded their support to the Illinois legislature.  Meanwhile 

meetings with Illinois legislators appeared less productive in the few months prior to abolition.  

Many legislators were afraid their support of the anti-death penalty bill would be seen as a soft 

approach to crime and a slap in the face to prosecutors and police.  When Kain met with one 

retention-minded legislator to discuss abolition he was met with the response that the legislator 

was pro-law enforcement. ----, a former probation officer and current police commissioner, 

responded that he too was “pro-law enforcement” and provided reasons why a vote for abolition 

would actually help the law enforcement community.  As the discussion continued the legislator 

voiced his concern that present abolition efforts if successful would eventually lead to abolishing 

life without parole.  This is a surprisingly familiar response given along with the line of the 

“slippery slope” theory and closely aligned with the idea that prosecutors, without capital 

punishment in the picture, might not be able to secure convictions if life without parole is the 

most severe sentence available.  The reality is, that even without capital punishment available, 

good prosecutors will be able to secure convictions in good cases.  This reality was noted by a 

Cook County, Illinois prosecutor: 

 

“If the voters of the state of Illinois don’t want it (the death penalty), we’re still going to 

do our job, and we’re still going to do our job well.” (ICADP, 2010) 

 

Former New York Police Commissioner Patrick Murphy might have best characterized this kind 

of thinking which clouds objectivity, when he stated: “Like the emperor’s new clothes, the 

flimsy notion that the death penalty is an effective law enforcement tool is being exposed as 

mere political puffery” (Murphy, 1995).   Nearing the end of the debate, it appeared that the 

legislators in Illinois who were proponents of capital punishment prevailed.  On the final evening 

of the regular 2010 session of the House of Representatives it became clear that the roll call 
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would be one vote shy of passage of the anti-death bill, which would have ended the chance for 

passing it on to the Senate which had already committed to a repeal vote.  Rather than risk 

calling for a vote and falling shy the House bill proponents suggested that a vote not be taken at 

all.  This strategy allowed for the repeal bill to be introduced again and voted on when the lame 

duck session of the legislature convened in January, 2011.   A defeat in November, 2010 would 

have been a tremendous set-back for the abolition movement.  Death penalty abolitionists 

initially went home empty.  In the weeks that followed, however, it appeared that support for the 

abolition bill had not lost any steam.  Momentum appeared as sustained as had been in 

November.  Abolitionists were poised to introduce the bill once again, as swing vote-legislators 

began to firm their position in line with passage.  As the final days of the session approached a 

vote was ready to be taken.  Not surprisingly a last second recantation by a wavering swing vote 

legislator seemed to dash the bill for good.  That was until the legislator’s wife, who was 

promised by her spouse that he would vote in favor of abolition, suddenly learned that he again 

changed his mind in favor of retention.  The ever watchful abolitionist crowd, mindful of the 

promise made, saw to it that an important message was delivered to the wavering legislator, that 

he would not be welcomed home again if he did in fact follow through with a vote for retention.  

The vote carried in favor of abolition and was ultimately signed into law by Governor Quinn.  

The State of Illinois, suffering for years due to judicial indiscretion and constitutional furor, 

became the 16
th

 state to abolish capital punishment.  The ordeal was over, and the battle for 

abolition had succeeded.  Dickens might have commented that the fog had been blown away, but 

the political truth is that the prospect of a failed marriage might have saved the prospect of a 

failed bill.  During January, 2012 the Coliseum in Rome was illuminated for the third 

consecutive year to signify the abolition by one of the states.  Connecticut, as it has now 

unfolded, is scheduled to visit Rome in November, 2012 

 

The Connecticut Experience 
 

On April 25, 2012, Governor Dannel Malloy signed Senate Bill 280, which enacted legislation to 

prospectively repeal capital punishment in the State of Connecticut, and replaced it with life 

without the possibility without parole for those henceforth convicted of the state’s newest, and 

now most serious felony, Murder with Special Circumstances.  The signing was done in the 

presence of few witnesses and with little fanfare, although the event marked the culmination of a 

total of 20 hours of debate in the House and Senate in the preceding 3 weeks. An amendment to 

the original bill filed in the state senate added provisions for “near-death row” institutional 

conditions for all future convicts of the newly created substitution for capital felony.  Never to be 

lost in the debate, hours of proposed amendments to attempt to retain capital punishment for 

those “extreme’ cases involving aggravating factors, failed one-by-one in both the state Senate 

and then in the House of Representatives. From the attempt to retain capital punishment for the 

murder of a child, or the murder of more than one person at the same time, to a newly crafted and 

proposed aggravating factor for murder as a result of terrorism (never clearly defined in the 

proposition), the illusory fog surrounding the debate was summoned and circulated for hours on 

end.  The fog, alluded to by the opening prayer offered as the state senate commenced its debate, 

warned the legislators to be mindful of the “clouds of self-deception” which might attempt to 

permeate their debates.  Politicians to the end, House and Senate members took parting shots at 

one another as the debate came to a close in both chambers.   Claims of disingenuousness on the 

part of retentionists were hurled at abolitionists who proposed the prospective abolition bill, who 
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alleged that if abolitionists were truly against capital punishment, they would propose total 

abolition, including sparing the lives of the eleven men currently on death row in Connecticut. 

Counter claims included allegations that lies had been manufactured to distort the reality of true 

prison conditions for those currently on death row, and about how the new class of murderers 

(post-abolition) would be treated in the future.  The truth is that the close vote of 20-16 in the 

Senate and the lopsided vote of 86-62 in the House favoring abolition had been predetermined 

before the debates began.  Even more anti-climactic was the fact that the Governor’s signature on 

the bill was not even necessary, as Connecticut law does not allow for a pocket veto, and the 

Governor had noted on many prior occasions that he would sign any bill calling for repeal. 

 

It is now hard to believe that only three years ago, prospects for abolition in Connecticut had 

been ongoing as long as in any state that has either abolished capital punishment or is currently 

attempting to do so.  Most state efforts toward legislative abolition have taken between 8-10 

years before a significant vote is actually taken. The two years prior in Connecticut have had a 

vote in 2010 for abolition in both chambers of the legislature only to be vetoed by the Governor 

and a vote in 2011 with abolition derailed by a last minute change by two state senators which 

ended the prospect of the bill passing in the Senate.  This is familiar legislative territory when it 

comes to repeal legislation.  We note here that politicians as well as law enforcement must take 

into account that policy decisions about the death penalty do not take place in a vacuum.  In any 

state, given the current fiscal crises that are faced, the substantial costs of the death penalty must 

be factored into decisions as to whether or not it is a public expenditure worth maintaining.  The 

presence of a death penalty statute in Connecticut costs four million dollars annually 

(Connecticut Office of Fiscal Analysis, 2009).  While capital cases in Connecticut account for 

just .06% of cases in the Public Defender’s office, the cost to defend these cases was nearly $3.5 

million, over 7% of the office’s entire budget.  If an offender is sentenced to death, the costs to 

house him on death row at Northern Correctional Institution is more than double that of the 

average annual incarceration rate for non-death row prisoners.  Connecticut spends 

approximately $100,385.00 annually for each death row prisoner, compared to approximately 

$44,385.00 annually for non-death row inmates.  There are currently ten inmates on death row in 

Connecticut at an annual total housing cost in excess of $500,000.00. The cost of the death 

penalty to Connecticut from 2001-2010, based on the above numbers, amounts to $40 million for 

public defender services and over one-half million dollars extra per inmate on death row.  This 

number has increased over the last two years due to two significant offenders tried as capital 

felons – Steven Hayes and Joshua Komisarjevsky – who were arrested in connection with a high 

profile murder of Petit family members in Cheshire. 

 

The economic argument trickles down further.  The nation’s law enforcement community, after 

enjoying decades of growth in manpower, have recently suffered massive layoffs as well as cuts 

in training and equipment and attrition based hiring.  This reduction in manpower, experience 

and training has occurred in Connecticut as well.   The presence of an exorbitantly expensive 

death penalty in Connecticut adds to this problem.  As noted earlier, the lack of necessary law 

enforcement funds was one of the core issues that prompted Illinois to repeal their death penalty 

statute last year.  The abolition arguments to take the millions of dollars previously spent on 

capital cases and invest those funds in the more appropriately utilized law enforcement and 

victim services funding are not only more pragmatic but better result-oriented.  Obviously this is 

ample fodder in the public debate on capital punishment.  Co-author -----, a retired New York 
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State Police Major Crimes detective, testified before the Connecticut legislature in favor of 

abolition citing the failed New York experience with capital punishment from 1995-2004 and his 

own investigation of homicide offenses during that period.  His testimony also brought to the 

legislature’s attention a brutal quintuple homicide of five family members which included a 

father, mother and three male children ages 13, 10 and 6, which he investigated in January 2007, 

seven months prior to Connecticut’s Cheshire case.  In the New York case the suspects were 

captured, tried and convicted in the span of a year for one suspect and sixteen months for the 

second suspect.  Their appeals were denied three years from the date of the crime. During that 

same time period in the Cheshire case neither defendant had been even brought to trial.  Dwyer’s 

testimony spoke to the practical issues regarding investigation and trial of such brutal crimes as 

well as the gross public expenditure of funds.  Both New York defendants were convicted and 

sentenced to life without parole for a considerably less expenditure of public funds and 

resources.  However, this testimony and similar compelling and rational arguments in favor of 

abolition were muted at the time of the 2011 legislative debate.  In Connecticut’s case, it was not 

the threat of a failed marriage in the offing which changed the mind of one legislator, but one 

case.   The infamous Cheshire Murders drew statewide and national attention since July 2007.  

The case became the central rallying point for the retention crowd in the legislature.  Largely as a 

result of the advocacy of the surviving family member, Dr. William Petit, who stated that justice 

for his family demanded that the death penalty statute remain in place so the second of two 

suspects would be sentenced to death, the legislature turned a deaf ear to other arguments.  This 

time, however, unlike the year before when the Governor vetoed a bill passed by both chambers, 

because of this one horrific case, it was the debate on the House of Representatives floor which 

stirred the most controversy.  Ironically, the focus of debate shifted from discussing the relative 

merits of the justification for capital punishment, to debate on the alternative punishment of life 

without the possibility of parole.  The debate shifted when a law professor from New York Law 

School testified to the relative comfort of prisoners who are housed on the death row unit in 

Connecticut and how the comfortable quarters would only improve if “death row” were to be 

removed from Connecticut prisons.  In this matter, the legislative fog had been summoned from 

out-of-state.  Legislators were led into believing that the conditions of confinement would not be 

severe enough for those convicted of murder if the death penalty statute were repealed.  Any 

moral, ethical or legal justification to abolish capital punishment was clouded with the erroneous 

consideration that an inmate sentenced to life without parole would not suffer enough.  Although 

constitutionally mandated provisions for fair and equitable conditions of confinement are 

required by law, legislators were convinced into believing that life without parole would not be 

cruel enough punishment for murderers (or in this instance, the two murderers at the center of the 

debate) to repeal capital punishment.  Interestingly, the testimony from administrators in the 

Connecticut Department of Correction (DOC) was not sympathetic to the idea of harsher 

punishment needed for convicted murderers.  Rather, they defended their long-standing risk-

needs classification system, which follows both constitutional and federally mandated guidelines.  

When questioned directly by legislators as to the conditions of confinement for those serving 

terms of life without parole versus those condemned to die the distinction in their classification 

were confirmed.  As they were further questioned on this matter the DOC administrators would 

not commit to maintaining the current custody level for those on death row who might have their 

sentences commuted to life without parole.  This revelation opened the door for legislators to 

summon the illusory fog once again, broadening their platform for retention on the illogical 

grounds of potentially less painful conditions of confinement for the “worst of the worse.”  Life 
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in prison with no chance for release, in their opinion, was not punishment enough for certain 

murderers.  During this debate legislators agreed with a suggestion that murderers should sit in 

their cells all day long with nothing on their walls to view except pictures of their murdered 

victims.  How many surviving family members would support such an idea?  We should not be 

surprised that such grand ideas would be postulated since this venue of testimony was a 

compilation of diverse critical minds that were desperately trying to develop a fair and equitable 

solution to one of society’s most complicated experiments of justice while deferring to decades 

of constitutional rulings regarding cruel and unusual punishment. 

 

Although the abolition vote would have passed the House chamber two senators recanted their 

support.  Both of the senators changed their vote after meeting with Dr. Petit.  One of them, 

Senator Edith Prague, was then quoted by the news media to state, “They should bypass the trial 

and take that second animal and hang him by his penis from a tree out in the middle of Main 

Street.” (Musante, 2011)  The vote therefore, was never called.  Although there is still much fog 

currently permeating the state capital, it now appears that there might be some degree of waffling 

on the part of the senators who withdrew their support last year.  Now that the second of the two 

offenders in the infamous case have both been sentenced to death, it appears that Connecticut 

may be ready to discuss abolition once again.  It would not be any surprise however, if a new 

twist is created to cloud the most relevant issues once again.  Note here the difference between 

the observations and commentary on this subject proffered by Dickens noted earlier in this paper 

versus those observations and commentary put on display in the Connecticut state house.  For 

Dickens, his views were developed as a result of internal conflict both with his beliefs on the 

human condition, and with a broader and critical social welfare perspective.  The debate in the 

state house focused on a wanton expansion of the nature and severity of punishment, while 

Dickens, although himself concerned with the methods of punishment raised serious questions 

about the limits and bounds of state sanctioned controls. These higher level moralistic issues 

were never addressed in the debate in the Connecticut State House in 2011.  

 

The lessons for these interactions point to an abolitionist advocacy that has only recently begun 

to take shape.  The law enforcement community, along with victim family members, has a 

significant voice in the debate.  The involved nature of surviving family members is an obvious 

and natural constituency.  But the myth of law enforcement need has been perpetuated in state 

legislative bodies across the United States.  By deconstructing these arguments and pointing to 

the real needs of law enforcement to keep society safe the retention fervor starts to dissipate.  

The issue of aggravating factors and the lack of uniformity in their assessment and value in 

sentencing, which is conspicuously absent from any legislative debate, brings to light the crux of 

the problem concerning capital punishment for legislators, for the judiciary, for law enforcement, 

and for all of us. 

 

Aggravating Factors as Uneven Value Judgments 
 

The concept of aggravating factors brings with it an implied insult to the victims and family 

members of murder victims whose deaths have not been determined to be under statutorily 

created “aggravating circumstances.”  The aggravating factors amount to value judgments which 

have no consistency or universally accepted rationale in fact-finding or in sentencing.  Still the 

political insistence upon and the legal justification for capital punishment rely on these uneven 
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value judgments.  Sadly the use of aggravating factors is divisive.  In the words of Dr. Khalilah 

L. Brown-Dean, a Quinnipiac University professor of political science and a member of 

Connecticut Family Members of Murder Victims Against the Death Penalty, the death penalty 

“divides murder victims into two classes” – death penalty eligible murders under aggravating 

circumstances and non-death penalty eligible intentional murders.  This crass minimization of 

the tragic and brutal end of one victim’s life to the aggrandizement of another victim’s murder 

was exemplified in the 2011 testimony of Connecticut State’s Attorney Kevin T. Kane before the 

Connecticut Legislature when he distinguished a “regular murder” from those that are death 

penalty eligible.  The notion that there is such an occurrence as a “regular murder” shows little 

sympathy for the victim, the victim’s family and is further evidence of the detachment the 

criminal justice system has with crime victims.  Though concern should always be exhibited for 

the effect of crime on the victim, having the death penalty alters that focus primarily to concern 

for the aggravating circumstances of the murder. Murder, specifically the methodology of 

murder, becomes a commodity and unfortunately it has become a valuable political commodity 

for prosecutors and politicians.  The way it has been packaged and sold to the public and to law 

enforcement professionals is nothing more than a “junk bond” with little intrinsic present value 

and no hope for future valuation. This is and has always been a problem relating to sentencing. 

 

The U.S. Supreme Court’s attempt in Gregg v. Georgia to apply a uniform constitutional 

standard to the implementation of the death penalty did nothing to dispel pre-Furman v. Georgia 

concerns over the arbitrary and capricious nature of the death penalty (Adams, 2005).  The 

introduction of statutory aggravating factors as a prerequisite to trying a capital case and 

mitigating evidence to provide a defense to a death penalty sentence have further complicated the 

process and politicized the use of this punishment.  Furthermore, in a study of capital jurors it 

was found that neither aggravating nor mitigating circumstances in these cases made a 

significant difference in whether jurors voted for the death penalty (Polzer & Kempf-Leonard, 

2009).  Such studies point increasingly to the problematic nature of trying to balance aggravating 

and mitigating circumstances in a capital case but moreover begs the question of what were the 

decision points for those jurors in the capital cases studied.  If the supposed objective 

determinants are removed from the deliberation we are left with a system of capricious choice in 

which the constitutional safeguards labored over for years by the U.S. Supreme Court are 

unbalanced by the fickle choice of juror selection.   

 

To understand the application of capital punishment in Connecticut, it is necessary to examine 

both the statutory eligibility criteria for capital murder, as well as the statutory requirements for 

consideration of aggravating factors post conviction. The statutory eligibility criteria govern 

whether the elements of the crime of murder qualify for a capital charge and conviction, while 

any aggravating factors must be deemed to exist during the penalty phase. At least one statutory 

eligibility criterion must be deemed to be present to sustain a capital conviction and, if that 

threshold is met, the presence of any aggravating factors must outweigh any mitigating factors to 

sustain a sentence of death during the penalty phase. 

 

Appendix A describes the list of statutory eligibility criteria (State of Connecticut, 2012, 

Connecticut General Statutes §53a-54b), and Appendix B lists the aggravating factors which 

may be considered (State of Connecticut, 2012, Connecticut General Statutes §53a-46a(i)). 
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As a result of the recent legislation which abolished capital punishment in Connecticut 

prospectively, any considerations of aggravating factors are no longer relevant. However, the 

statutory eligibility criteria remain as the legal elements necessary to sustain a conviction for 

“Murder with Special Circumstances” which has replaced Connecticut’s death statute, and for 

which an offender could receive a sentence of “Life without Parole” in stringent, death row-like 

conditions of confinement.    

 

In order to support the incongruity of aggravating factors in the death penalty debate we 

highlight a recent study conducted by Stanford Law School Professor John Donohue, which 

examined the dispositions of murders committed in the State of Connecticut from 1973-2007.  

Donohue’s report found that of the 4,600 murders committed, only 10 resulted in death 

sentences, with only one execution resulting.  A brief summary of the research revealed the 

following: 

 

1) There is no meaningful basis to distinguish the few who received a death sentence 

from the many capital eligible cases that did not. 

2) Those charged with capital felony are no “worse” or egregious than those that were 

not charged with capital felony. Similarly, the cases that received life imprisonment 

without parole were no worse that the cases that received death sentences. 

3) Many more egregious cases did not receive a death sentence, compared to the 

egregiousness of some of the cases which resulted in a death sentence. 

Donohue concluded: “Within the class of death-eligible murders, the discretion 

exercised throughout the post-arrest criminal system leads to arbitrary, irrational, or 

discriminatory outcomes” (Donohue, 2011).  

 

To illustrate the findings of the Donohue study, we highlight four recent cases in Connecticut 

which fuel the argument made that aggravating circumstances are uneven value judgments in the 

application of the death penalty.  We use Connecticut as the focus of this debate, even in light of 

the recent vote for abolition here, since both research done in Connecticut as well as notorious 

cases recently decided highlights the importance of these claims, and have nationwide 

implications. (One particular case has been used by death penalty proponents, particularly those 

in public office, as the reason for the continuance of the death penalty in Connecticut, until both 

offenders were ultimately sentenced to death.)  Appendix A describes the list of aggravating 

circumstances defined in Connecticut (State of Connecticut, 2012, Connecticut General Statutes 

§53a-54b), at least one of which must be present for the consideration of a death sentence by a 

jury. These factors remain as the aggravating circumstances necessary to sustain a conviction for 

“Murder with Special Circumstances” which replaced Connecticut’s death statute, and for which 

an offender could receive a sentence of “Life without Parole”.    

 

The four cases are compared in the following manner: 

1) In our main comparisons we discuss two time-proximate cases in Connecticut, 

both of which were tried as capital cases, but which yielded different sentence 

recommendations, one for death and the other for life in prison without parole. 

2) We then add another time-proximate case to the comparison noted above where a 

murder which arguably contained aggravating factors was tried as a non-capital 

case and resulted in a plea of guilty and a 44 year sentence. 
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3) Lastly, we again look at another brutal murder case which involved a sexual 

assault but resulted in a plea agreement with a 60 year sentence. 

 

Comparison #1: The Cheshire, Connecticut Petit family 
 

On July 23, 2007 two career criminals forced their way into the Petit family home located in an 

affluent area of Cheshire, Connecticut.  The pair encountered Dr. Petit who was asleep on the 

enclosed back porch to the home.  They disabled then bound him and left him unconscious in the 

basement while they terrorized his wife Jennifer and two daughters Hayley and Michaela.  

Ultimately, after several hours in the home, one of the intruders, Steven Hayes, would take 

Jennifer Petit from the home to her bank and have her withdraw $15,000.00 while the other 

intruder, Joshua Komisarjevsky, remained at the Petit home with Hayley and Michaela.  Their 

burglary took a turn for the worse when they decided to sexually assault the women and set fire 

to the rooms where the women were bound.  Dr. Petit was able to escape and make his way to 

the rear of his yard while the intruders made their escape.  Local police, alerted by an alert clerk 

at the bank, responded to the Petit home as Hayes and Komisarjevsky made their attempted 

escape.  Both intruders were captured yards from the scene as they drove off in the Petit family 

car only to crash into a responding police vehicle.  What ensued from that point on was a case 

that gained national attention and immediate calls for a capital case prosecution.  Dr. Petit, a one-

time death penalty opponent, would become a tireless advocate for the death penalty in this case.  

Despite offers from defendant Steven Hayes to plead guilty and accept a term of life 

imprisonment the Connecticut State’s Attorney Office for the District of New Haven proceeded 

with its capital case.  It would take vast state resources and 2½ years to convict and sentence to 

death Steven Hayes and an additional year to convict and sentence to death Joshua 

Komisarjevsky.   

 

Comparison #2: The Fairfield, Connecticut Donnelly family Murders 
 

The Fairfield case unfolded on February 2, 2005 as Christopher DiMeo and his girlfriend Nicole 

Pearce decided to rob a jewelry store in Connecticut.  DiMeo had previously robbed two New 

York jewelry stores on December 21, 2004, during one in which he fatally shot a 48 year old 

father of two in Glen Head, New York.  With New York police on their heels DiMeo and Pearce 

came to Connecticut with a copy of the Yellow Pages in their possession as they drove up the 

Connecticut Turnpike in search of their next victims.  They stopped at two other jewelry stores in 

Fairfield before deciding to rob a small, family owned store with no surveillance cameras.  

Shortly before closing time on February 5, 2005 DiMeo and Pearce entered the store and 

engaged the owners, Tim and Kim Donnelly, in conversation, telling them that they were 

interested in buying an engagement ring and other items.  After Kim Donnelly modeled a 

bracelet for them DiMeo pulled out a recently stolen handgun which had been used to kill the 

victim in the New York robbery-murder, and fired four shots into Tim Donnelly as wife watched 

and screamed in horror.  DiMeo then turned and shot Kim Donnelly five times in the chest and 

back at close range.  DiMeo and Pearce quickly raided the store, left with thousands of dollars in 

jewelry and drove to Atlantic City, New Jersey.  After a two day manhunt police were able to 

surround an Atlantic City motel and arrested the two perpetrators.  DiMeo later confessed to the 

murders in both New York and Connecticut.  He was sentenced to life without parole in New 

York within one year of the murder he committed there.  It would take another two years and 



50 

numerous appeals before DiMeo was brought to Connecticut to face capital murder charges for 

the Fairfield episode. 

 

DiMeo conceded his guilt from the outset.  His guilt was never an issue during the trial but 

Connecticut prosecutors argued and focused their energy on claiming that DiMeo should forfeit 

his life due to the presence of two aggravating factors: one, that he was a prior felony-murder 

convict, and second, that he had caused Kim Donnelly “extreme physical or psychological pain, 

suffering or torture” through the sequence of events that transpired prior to her death.  At the 

guilt phase of the trial the jury found for the existence of the first aggravating factor but not for 

the second.  Still DiMeo was convicted of capital felony-murder.  Now able to proceed to the 

penalty phase where the issue of death or life without parole was to be determined jurors would 

weigh the aggravating and mitigating factors presented to them.  In the end due to expert 

psychiatric testimony which described DiMeo as an individual unable to control his actions 

because of extensive heroin use and a dismal upbringing during which he was surrounded by 

drug users and criminals for most of his young life, the same jury which convicted him opted for 

a sentence of life without parole rather than the death penalty.  The jury noted that they “found 

value” in DiMeo’s life.   

 

By way of analysis many have argued that we need a death penalty for the “worst of the worse” 

cases in order to provide justice for the victims.  If this is true there are two questions which we 

claim arise in this debate:  first, is it only the “worst of the worse” murderers that receive the 

death penalty?  And, second, do the “worst of the worse” always receive the death penalty in 

Connecticut?  Therein lies the problem with rationalizing capital punishment in Connecticut and 

by extension to other death penalty jurisdictions.  It is a system that cannot be fixed in the 

presence of immense human judgment and interpretation. It should be noted here that co-

defendant Pearce died from cancer while held in custody pending disposition of her case. 

 

Comparison #3: The New Haven, Connecticut murder of Annie Le 
 

Our next comparison is that of the capital murder cases in Cheshire and Fairfield with the non-

capital murder case of a young Yale University student in New Haven, Connecticut which 

occurred in September 2008.  In the New Haven case 24 year old Annie Le, a third-year doctoral 

candidate in pharmacology from California was found murdered at Yale University.  She had 

been stuffed inside a laboratory wall.  A post-mortem examination indicated evidence of a sexual 

assault.  Her body had not been found until a week after she was reported missing, on the day she 

was to have been married.  Speculation that Le was a “runaway bride” was quickly dismissed 

after the gruesome discovery and the subsequent arrest of Steven Clarke, a lab technician who 

worked with Le.  This case occurred in the same Judicial District as the Cheshire case and 

contingent to the Judicial District where the Fairfield murders occurred.  As for a motive in the 

case Clarke was portrayed as a control freak who had disagreements with Le regarding her use of 

the lab and what he viewed as her cavalier regard for the lab protocols.  A post-mortem on Le 

would show that her jaw and collarbone were broken and that she was strangled.  Clarke would 

plead guilty to murder and receive a 44 year prison term on June 3, 2011.  He would also take an 

Alford plea to attempted sexual assault.  Prosecutors claimed that they had overwhelming 

forensic evidence with which to secure a conviction but that Clarke was allowed to plead guilty 

to spare the victim’s family the ordeal of having to sit through a trial.   
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Comparison #4: The Danbury, Connecticut murder of Laura Mancini 
 

On March 3, 2010 Laura Mancini was reported missing by her employer when she did not show 

up for work.  Concerned co-workers went to her apartment where they found her car was gone 

but her back door was open.  When police were summoned to check her apartment they 

discovered her lifeless body.  Her vehicle was later found along an interstate highway exit ramp 

at the New York State border with Connecticut.  Police quickly tied the homicide to Mancini’s 

next door neighbor Christopher Pouncie.  Investigation determined that Mancini was killed either 

late night on March 2, 2010 or early in the morning of March 3.  The post-mortem examination 

would also indicate that Mancini was raped by Pouncie and stabbed twelve times.  Pouncie was 

connected to the crime through telephone calls he made from Mancini’s apartment on the night 

of the murder, his DNA and a statement from the mother of his two children that he had asked to 

her lie for him regarding his being at home the night of the murder.  Originally charged with 

capital felony murder, aggravated sexual assault and home invasion Pouncie agreed to a plea 

bargain in November 2011.  The plea agreement came after authorization by the Connecticut 

State Attorney’s Office despite the fact that Pouncie was a career criminal with a pronounced 

history of violence.  He pled guilty to the murder of Mancini and was sentenced to sixty years in 

prison.  Under Connecticut sentencing law he faces a mandatory minimum of 25 years with a 

total maximum exposure of 75 years, though he will have an expected incarceration period of 60 

years based on his plea.     

 

We assert that the research done by Donohue and our recent case-by-case comparison, illustrate 

the problems associated with relying of the presence of or the absence of aggravating 

circumstances to sustain a murder conviction and death sentence. Table 1 illustrates the specific 

4 cases cited in this paper, and compares them by the presence (or not) of aggravating factors, 

the prosecutorial decision on how to charge, the verdict, and ultimate finding or sentence. It 

becomes clear that the random fashion in which the death penalty has been recently applied in 

Connecticut underscores the argument as to the arbitrary nature of aggravating factor 

prerequisites for capital cases.  The variables for a death penalty qualified case, that is one in 

which the prosecution will truly seek the expenditure of funds and resources, seem to fit only 

truly special circumstances not the least of which is the socio-economic identity of the victim 

and the advocacy of the surviving family members.  There is the added extent to which public 

and media interest is swept to frenzy over the existence of these aggravating factors in a 

particular case.  While there has been a struggle in the U.S. Supreme Court over the years with 

the admission of aggravating and mitigating evidence this conflict has done little to remove the 

capriciousness of capital case selection and determination (Hurwitz, 2008).  An element of the 

capricious nature of who deserves a capital trial – both in terms of victim and perpetrator – is the 

widened discretion of the prosecutorial role in deciding which defendants face capital murder 

charges (Adams, 2005).   
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Table 1 

 

An Examination of 4 Time-Proximate Cases Involving the Consideration of Aggravating Factors 

 

 

Variables Examined     Cases Examined 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

               Hayes/Komisarjevsky        DiMeo           Clarke       Pouncie 

Eligibility Criteria for Felony Murder 

(Listed by number below              5,6,7,8               7                      6                6  

according to CGS §53a-54b)*            

 

       

Prosecutorial Decision                         Capital Trial                  Capital Trial    Plea Bargain  Plea Bargain 

                                  

 

Length of time to Disposition        Hayes: 3.5 years                     3 years 2.5 years     1.5 years 

           Komisarjevsky: 4.5 years 

 

Verdict/Sentence         Jury Verdict:           Jury Verdict:   44 years     60 years 

           Guilty on all counts          Guilty on all counts 

           Death Sentence                Sentence: Life in Prison 

 

Aggravating Circumstances   2, 3,4            1,3,4     4         2,4 

Considered (Listed by number below 

according to CGS§53a-46a (i))** 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

*(5) murder by a kidnapper of a kidnapped person during the course of the kidnapping or before  such 

        person is able to return or be returned to safety;  

  (6) murder committed in the course of the commission of sexual assault in the first degree;  

  (7) murder of two or more persons at the same time or in the course of a single transaction; or  
  (8) murder of a person under sixteen years of age. 

Source:  State of Connecticut (2012) Connecticut General Statutes §53a-54b 

 

**(1) The defendant committed the offense during the commission or attempted commission of, 

or during      the immediate flight from the commission or attempted commission of, a 

felony and the defendant had previously been convicted of the same felony; or  

 (2) the defendant committed the offense after having been convicted of two or more state 

offenses or two or more federal offenses or of one or more state offenses and one or more federal 

offenses for each of which a penalty of more than one year imprisonment may be imposed, 

which offenses were committed on different occasions and which involved the infliction of 

serious bodily injury upon another person; or  

(3) the defendant committed the offense and in such commission knowingly created a grave risk 

of death to another person in addition to the victim of the offense; or  
(4) the defendant committed the offense in an especially heinous, cruel or depraved manner; 

Source:  State of Connecticut (2012) Connecticut General Statutes §53a-46a(i)  

 

The political nature of the death penalty is advanced when law enforcement is co-opted into the 

process and led to believe the death penalty is a necessary device to keep them and the 
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community safe.  But this fallacy has worn out its welcome.  There is no statistical correlation 

between officer safety and the presence of a death penalty statute (Bailey & Peterson, 1994).  In 

fact over the past two years wherein officer line of duty fatalities increased nationally by 40% the 

five states with the highest number of officer homicides were death penalty states.  When 

discussing aggravating factors one such factor universally found in state statutes is the murder of 

a law enforcement officer in the line of duty (Death Penalty Information Center, 2012).  The 

disparity of death penalty application for this representative crime is no less significant than in 

other cases.  Further examination of this disparity is an issue for further research and analysis. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The efforts we have undertaken at understanding capital punishment sentencing and law 

enforcement outreach in support of abolition efforts have encountered the Dickensian Dilemma.  

In fact our own individual conversions from pro-death penalty positions to that of repeal have 

had to confront that conflict.  Abolition advocacy in the state legislature have brought us in 

contact with pro-death penalty politicians who firmly and sincerely believe in the righteousness 

of their position.  However, the arguments in favor of repeal centering on diversion of funding 

from an expensive process to victim and law enforcement resources seem to resonate with these 

same politicians, especially when life without parole remains untouchable.  This view mirrors 

public opinion regarding support for appeal – those in favor of the death penalty decrease when a 

life without parole guarantee is in place (Death Penalty Information Center, 2011).  Significantly 

the views of law enforcement professionals hold considerable sway with these same legislative 

bodies.  This is an important ally in the abolition movement, especially as the discussion of 

aggravating factors finds new audiences and a renewed interest in fairness in sentencing.  The 

looming shadow of the aggravating factor analysis in the death penalty debate can carry beyond 

the discussion of capital murder cases.  We need go back only as recent as 2008 and the dissent 

of Justice Alito in Kennedy v. Louisiana to understand the emotional sway of these arguments.  

His dissent to the Court’s reversal of the defendant’s capital sentence for the brutal rape of a 

twelve year old child embarks on a moral deprivation analysis in response to the Court’s 

“evolving standard of decency” argument (Kennedy v. Louisiana, 2008).  Justice Alito writes, 

“Is it really true that every person who is convicted of capital murder and sentenced to death is 

more morally depraved than every child rapist?...it is certainly true that the loss of human life 

represents a unique harm, but that does not explain why other grievous harms are insufficient to 

permit a death sentence.” (Kennedy v. Louisiana, 2008).  The inherent flaw in the reasoning is 

obvious, moreso in light of the Court’s 1977 decision in Coker v. Georgia, but the fact it has 

come from a sitting U.S. Supreme Court Justice indicates the extent to which aggravating factors 

can displace reason and sound policy.  Much like the fictional litigation of Jarndyce v. Jarndyce 

this debate will drag on for years, the question will be what we have to show for it in the end.    
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Appendix A 
 

Aggravating Circumstances, Capital Felony, State of Connecticut* 

1) Murder of a member of the Division of State Police within the Department of Public Safety or 

of any local police department, a chief inspector or inspector in the Division of Criminal Justice, 

a state marshal who is exercising authority granted under any provision of the general statutes, a 

judicial marshal in performance of the duties of a judicial marshal, a constable who performs 

criminal law enforcement duties, a special policeman appointed under section 29-18, a 

conservation officer or special conservation officer appointed by the Commissioner of 

Environmental Protection under the provisions of section 26-5, an employee of the Department 

of Correction or a person providing services on behalf of said department when such employee 

or person is acting within the scope of such employee's or person's employment or duties in a 

correctional institution or facility and the actor is confined in such institution or facility, or any 

firefighter, while such victim was acting within the scope of such victim's duties;  

2) murder committed by a defendant who is hired to commit the same for pecuniary gain or 

murder committed by one who is hired by the defendant to commit the same for pecuniary gain;  

3) murder committed by one who has previously been convicted of intentional murder or of 

murder committed in the course of commission of a felony;  

4) murder committed by one who was, at the time of commission of the murder, under sentence 

of life imprisonment;  

5) murder by a kidnapper of a kidnapped person during the course of the kidnapping or before 

such person is able to return or be returned to safety;  

6) murder committed in the course of the commission of sexual assault in the first degree;  

7) murder of two or more persons at the same time or in the course of a single transaction; or  

8) murder of a person under sixteen years of age. 

 

 

*State of Connecticut (2012) CGS § 53a-54b 
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Appendix B 
 

Capital Felony, Aggravating Factors, State of Connecticut* 

 

The aggravating factors to be considered shall be limited to the following:  

(1) The defendant committed the offense during the commission or attempted commission of, or 

during the immediate flight from the commission or attempted commission of, a felony and the 

defendant had previously been convicted of the same felony; or  

(2) the defendant committed the offense after having been convicted of two or more state 

offenses or two or more federal offenses or of one or more state offenses and one or more federal 

offenses for each of which a penalty of more than one year imprisonment may be imposed, 

which offenses were committed on different occasions and which involved the infliction of 

serious bodily injury upon another person; or  

(3) the defendant committed the offense and in such commission knowingly created a grave risk 

of death to another person in addition to the victim of the offense; or  

(4) the defendant committed the offense in an especially heinous, cruel or depraved manner; or  

(5) the defendant procured the commission of the offense by payment, or promise of payment, of 

anything of pecuniary value; or  

(6) the defendant committed the offense as consideration for the receipt, or in expectation of the 

receipt, of anything of pecuniary value; or  

(7) the defendant committed the offense with an assault weapon, as defined in section 53-202a; 

or  

(8) the defendant committed the offense set forth in subdivision (1) of section 53a-54b to avoid 

arrest for a criminal act or prevent detection of a criminal act or to hamper or prevent the victim 

from carrying out any act within the scope of the victim's official duties or to retaliate against the 

victim for the performance of the victim's official duties. 

*State of Connecticut, (2012) CGS § 53a-46a (i) 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The concept of a zombie is widespread and commonly presented in the popular media. 

Nevertheless, zombies are not well understood. This paper seeks to understand zombies through 

their history, psychology and biology. Historical manifestations of zombies are explored through 

the lens of the African diaspora as well as through Voudun traditions from the Caribbean. 

Psychological aspects of zombies are examined from the viewpoint of unconscious group 

psychology and are related to modern manifestations of zombies in popular culture. Biological 

phenomena related to infections and damage of the brain that cause behavior change are 

described and then elucidated via a case study. Conclusions regarding the potential for the 

existence of real zombie phenomenon are discussed. 

 

Anyone who watches television or goes to the movies nowadays has been exposed to the concept 

of zombies. Many mass-media presentations of zombies seem to advocate for the actual 

existence of these creatures, or the potential for their existence. Recent television shows like The 

Walking Dead (Darabont, 2011) or Lost Tapes (“Lost Tapes,” 2010) present some sort of quasi-

scientific rationale to make a case for the zombie phenomenon. While it is far-fetched to think 

that it is likely that humans could ever be transformed into a zombies as portrayed by the 

entertainment industry, the idea of the zombie is compelling and may be based to in varying 

degrees on aspects of the human unconscious, a response to the social domination of one group 

of humans by another, and a reality-based fear of infectious agents which can cause damage to 

the brain. Given the importance of zombies within the human psyche, an exploration of the 

above aspects of zombies may tell us more about ourselves and why zombies are simultaneously 

attractive and repellent to us. 

 

The Zombie Tradition in Africa and the Caribbean 
 

In order to understand zombies it is important to know their origins. It is possible to trace our 

conception of zombies back to Haiti and Africa, where there are a number of 'original' zombie 

types that differ in how they come into being, and how they are used. The word zombie is 

African in origin, though it does not have a simple etymological lineage. There are a number of 

Africa terms that may be related to of the modern word zombie. These include fumbi, which is 

the Yoruba word for spirit; mvumbi, which in the Congo can refer to either a cataleptic person or 

the invisible spirit of a person; ndzumbi, the Gabon word for corpse; nsumbi the Congo word for 

devil; nvumbi the Angolan term for a body without a soul; nzambi the Congo word for the spirit 

of a dead person and the Bantu word for the creator and/or serpent God; zan bii a term used in 

the Ghana-Togo-Benin areas of Africa to refer to a nighttime bogeyman used to scare children; 

and zumbi, a word used in the Congo and in Angola to refer to someone raised from the dead 

(Ackermann & Gauthier, 1991, p. 468) . 

The Complete Idiot's Guide to Voodoo states that a zombie is an individual whose soul has been 

captured by a sorcerer (Turlington, 2002). However, zombies may be of two types - a soul 
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without a body or a body without a soul. The former is relatively easy to obtain, while the latter 

requires extraordinary skill on the part of the sorcerer. This delineation of zombies into two types 

is related to the African belief that humans have two types of souls or spirits. In Haiti these are 

known as the Gros Bon Ange (good big angel) and the Ti Bon Ange (little good angel). 

Depending on whom you talk to, one or both of these souls can be captured through sorcery. The 

soul itself may then become a zombie. Called a zombi astral or zombie of the spirit (referred to 

herein as a spirit zombie), it is held by a sorcerer who can then transform the soul into various 

forms to carry out his or her bidding, for both good and evil. Conversely, one or both of these 

souls can be removed from a person, turning them into a soulless body that is under the power of 

its sorcerer master. In either case, a zombie can be considered to be someone who has problems 

with their soul(s). Typically, western writers have reported mostly on soulless body type 

zombies, which are called zombi cadavre or zombi corps cadavre which can be translated into a 

zombie of the flesh (referred to herein as a flesh zombie), Nevertheless, interviews with Haitian 

sorcerers indicate that spirit zombies are quite common. (Ackermann & Gauthier, 1991). 

 

There are various ways to create zombies. Spirit zombies can be obtained simply by capturing 

the soul(s) of a person via magic. This is relatively easy and does not require great skill. Flesh 

zombies require much greater skill to obtain and may require the use of animal and plant based 

drugs and poisons in addition to magic. It also may require murder, though some zombies are the 

result of a soul stolen from a living person. In most cases however, zombie creation requires 

access to a dead body, regardless of whether the body is freshly murdered or not.  

 

The use of drugs to induce a flesh zombie is controversial (Davis, 1988b; Hines, 2008). Davis 

(1985) was one of the first people to argue that a zombie state could be induced using a mixture 

of certain animal and plant based substances. However, he was not able to obtain so-called 

zombie powders that would have produced the 'zombification' depicted in the movie The Serpent 

and the Rainbow (Craven, 1988), which was based on Davis' book. 
1
 However, by stretching the 

point it is possible to come up with a list of useful ingredients for flesh zombie creation: 

Tetrodotoxin (derived from a number of different types of Puffer Fish) - which causes paralysis, 

reduces oxygen consumption, and leaves a person fully conscious, Because this toxin does not 

cross the blood-brain barrier it can induce a profound paralysis while leaving a person fully 

conscious (Davis, 1985, 1988a). Psychologically this creates a profound sense of helplessness 

and loss of control. 

 

Datura Stramonium (Jimson Weed also known as 'Zombi Cucumber') - Hallucinations, 

schizophregenic (i.e. induces symptoms of psychosis and dissociation), and possibly brain 

damage. Also thought to reduce or eliminate a person's willpower (Davis, 1985). 

 

Zombia Antillarum (Zombi Palm) - The oil produced from the seeds is thought to be able    to 

activate the senses and wake up the zombified person. The leaves of this plant are also thought to 

prevent being spied on by zombies (Taylor & Timyan, 2004). 

 

                                                 
1
 In any case the film "The Serpent and the Rainbow" is well worth watching for its depiction of zombie creation 

with plenty of cinematic flair. Interestingly enough, Davis, absolutely hated the film even though he made quite a bit 

of money on it. In contrast the Voudun priest Max Beauvoir, who acted in the film loved the movie and its portrayal 

of Voudun (Marsh, 2010). 
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Care must be taken to use right dosage of these toxins as too much will kill the victim. In popular 

renditions of zombie creation the toxins are either ingested by breathing in a powder or by 

having it come into contact with a cut. After the toxin takes effect the victim is typically interred 

in a coffin and buried alive. The person being turned into a flesh zombie is fully conscious 

during the burial and feels profound fear, anxiety, and loss of control. The potential flesh zombie 

then remains buried and the poison eventually wears off freeing them victim to struggle in their 

grave. At some point the zombie's master digs up the victim who is now supposedly compliant 

and without the will to resist.  

 

The last part of the flesh zombie creation is the most controversial since once the poison wears 

off there is no reason the person should be compliant. None of the substances listed above, or 

listed by Davis in his publications, would induce a permanent lethargic-compliant state. Perhaps 

the zombie has to constantly be drugged, or is brainwashed? Some writers, notably Hines (2008), 

find this idea far-fetched. A more realistic explanation might be that a lack of oxygen in the 

coffin during burial could cause some degree of brain damage, perhaps to the frontal lobes. This 

would explain the blunted affect and lack of volition typical of zombies. It may be that the 

creation of a flesh zombie produces something akin to a person with a lobotomy.  

 

It also may be true that these so-called flesh zombies are nothing more than mentally ill people. 

Certainly some types of psychoses present as a lack of volition, lethargy, compliance, and the 

shuffling gait seen in flesh zombies. As Ackermann & Gauthier (1991) state, zombies might be 

based on the: 

 

Observation of imbeciles, or certain mentally ill people, especially catatonic schizophrenes (sic), 

demented or amnesic, who wandered off and were sighted later. In countries where illness and 

premature death are commonly attributed to magic, it would be logical to explain the vagrant 

mentally ill as resurrected dead without a soul. This would be a purely popular belief; sorcerers 

could have contributed nothing but rumor. (p. 490) 

 

These authors go on to say that this idea is reinforced by the high incidence of psychosis among 

the homeless.  

 

Regardless of the type of zombie created, they are useful to the person controlling them. Spirit 

zombies can be used for varied purposes ranging from helping with homework to inflicting 

disease. Flesh zombies can be used as domestic servants, manual laborers, limited skill workers, 

as well as bodyguards and assassins (Ackermann & Gauthier, 1991; Davis, 1988). 

 

In essence, zombies make perfect slaves. In fact, aspects of the zombification process echo the 

forced diaspora of slaves from Africa. It is not too much of a reach to see the similarities 

between being conscious in a coffin and being in the hold of a slave ship. Both experiences 

include a complete loss of control as well extreme fright and claustrophobia. Both experiences 

are also easily fatal, or in the best case scenario, result in lifelong degrading servitude. 

There is more than just irony in the fact that slaves, and later former slaves, would want to create 

slaves for themselves. Psychoanalysts would call this a classic case of repetition compulsion 

(Freud, 1919). In other words, by repeating the process of slavery, the slaves seek mastery over 

their situation. This also represents the related phenomena of identification with the aggressor, 
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where someone who is abused by another will take on the aggressive character of the abuser as a 

defense against their lack of self-worth (cite needed). That people who were forcibly taken from 

their homes, subject to torture, horrible living conditions, and forced into long-term servitude 

would develop these psychological coping mechanisms makes sense. When you are under the 

total control of another, you can regain a sense of control over yourself by controlling someone 

else weaker and more vulnerable. Given that in many parts of the world people are still 

extremely vulnerable and struggling to gain control over their lives, it shouldn't be a surprise that 

zombies are in our thoughts.
2
 

 

The Psychology of the Zombie 
 

A theory shared by many pop psychology commentators is that the zombie represents the lower, 

more bestial aspects of ourselves that we typically keep repressed. These aspects of ourselves 

cause a great deal of anxiety that we defend against through repression. What about these 

aspects? They are primitive, oral, and aggressive. Hence the zombie’s predilection for eating 

people alive. Zombies may grab you with their hands, but it's their mouths and teeth that kill you. 

The preferred food for zombies is brains. This makes sense when we understand zombies to be 

fundamentally irrational. Both actually, and metaphorically, zombies seek to destroy our higher 

thoughts and aspirations. 

 

Zombies may also represent fear of the mob. We like to think ourselves safe within the bubble of 

our lives. But the outside world is frightening. When we read about crime in the paper or watch 

the news, it sometimes seems as if everything outside is dangerous. It is as if other people are 

mindless automatons bent on mayhem and destruction. Or as Freud puts it in The Future of an 

Illusion (1927): 

 

"They will have to admit to themselves the full extent of their helplessness and their 

insignificance in the machinery of the universe; they can no longer be the centre of creation, no 

longer the object of tender care on the part of a beneficent Providence. They will be in the same 

position as a child who has left the parental house where he was so warm and comfortable. But 

surely infantilism is destined to be surmounted. Men cannot remain children for ever; they must 

in the end go out into ‘hostile life’. We may call this ‘education to reality." (p. 48). 

 

We may be shocked at the realization of the senselessness of a zombie-infested world, so 

mindless and irrational. A school principal is shot for no apparent motive. His attacker is 

zombie-like in his mindless, unthinking aggression. The same for school shooters, bank robbers, 

gang members, disgruntled post office employees, etc. Or perhaps there is a motive - a mugging 

where someone loses their life over the most trivial possession - but this is also revealed to be 

another case of zombie-like selfish aggression. Because who in their right, logical, thinking, 

mind would perpetuate such acts of violence against their fellow human beings? From the aspect 

of our rational mind most violence starts to resemble the action of zombies. Better to stay away 

from places where people are gathering. Their cannibalistic, orally aggressive urges linger just 

                                                 
2
 Readers wishing to make a donation for Haitian relief may do so at jphro.org. This is one of actor Sean Penn’s best 

efforts. 
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below the surface ready to spring forth at any moment. It is better to stay locked up inside, safe 

in a well defended home, stocked with food... and plenty of ammo. 

 

Yet, there is always the insidious threat that someone inside has already been infected and could 

turn zombie at any time. Best to keep a close eye even on those we know best. This type of 

paranoia is also an aspect of zombies. In an excellent scene in The Walking Dead (Darabont, 

2011), two of the protagonists smear themselves in zombie blood and guts so they can go 

amongst the undead horde without being detected. Apparently the zombies detect normal 

humans by smell and the fetid offal masks this. The heroes shuffle along pretending to be 

zombies, while the 'real' zombies eye them curiously, sniffing at them. The ruse works until it 

starts to rain, their disguise is stripped away, and they are revealed as human. 

 

This scene is reminiscent of the Kafka story - The Metamorphosis (1915/2005) where the 

protagonist is no longer able to go through the motions of fitting into human society (in this case 

because he has turned into a giant cockroach). His facade of humanity removed, he is revealed as 

a monster. The Walking Dead episode delivers a message that is just the opposite! We must act 

like monsters to be part of a deranged society, and if our zombie-like attributes are stripped away 

we will be persecuted for our humanity. How many of us can relate? How many of us at one time 

or another have had to metaphorically cover ourselves in something disgusting in order prevent 

negative attention to our true selves? Perhaps this is the adaptation we must make to venture out 

amongst the 'hostile life', the 'education to reality' that allows us coexist with our fellow 

zombies? 

 

Zombie Biology 
 

Much has been written regarding zombification in the animal Kingdom. A really great summary 

by Constandi on his blog Neurophilosophy (Costandi, 2006) as well as an article by Evans, 

Elliot, & Hughes (2011) describe brain altering fungi – usually from the genus Cordyceps. This 

entomopathogen (something that causes disease in insects) infects ants when its spores attach to 

the outside of the insect. The spores then germinate growing into the interior of the ant’s body 

through the spiracles (i.e. respiratory holes in the exoskeleton) or its trachea (or throat). The 

fungus then sends mycelia, which are filament-like roots, into the body of the ant where it feeds 

on any soft tissue while avoiding any organs necessary for the ant’s survival. Eventually, the 

mycelia grow into the ant’s brain where they release chemicals that affect the brain. This causes 

the ant to change its behavior. Typically, the ant will then climb up a plant to an exposed location 

where it will then clamp on to a leaf. At this point the fungus will then consume the ant from the 

inside out and produce spores. These fruiting bodies (i.e. the ‘mushroom’ part of the fungus) will 

then sprout from the ant’s head and body. The fungus will then release spores from the fruiting 

body and exposed location of the ant will allow these spores to spread via the air and hence to 

other ants. 

 

Such a relationship between parasites and insects is not unusual and there are many other 

examples in the animal kingdom. For instance, recent research indicates that a similar zombie-

inducing parasite may be responsible for Colony Collapse Disorder among honeys bees in North 

America (Core et al., 2012).  Another dramatic example involves crickets that are infected by 

nemotodes (roundworms) that cause them to jump into water facilitating the nematode lifecycle 
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(Thomas et al., 2003). Lewis (Lewis, 1974) describes the life cycle of Leucochloridium 

helminthes (worms), which infect terrestrial mollusks (snails). The worms infect the snails and 

form broodsacs in the snail’s tentacles. The tentacles become striated, swell, and pulsate 

mimicking something like a maggot – a favorite food for birds. The worm also changes the 

snail’s behavior so that it moves to an exposed place. Birds are attracted to the maggot-like 

tentacles and bite them off the snails. The worm larvae are then excreted by the bird ready to 

infect another snail. The snails do not necessarily die, the tentacles can regenerate, and more 

broodsacs can be formed. 
3
 Other snails infected with helminthes may instead be castrated by the 

broodsac that form inside the snail.  

 

The phenomena of parasites changing the behavior of a host are not limited to insects and 

mollusks. There is evidence that infection by the intracellular protozoa Toxoplasma gondii 

changes the behavior of rats. Rather than showing aversion to cats the rats no longer act as if the 

cats are no longer predators and in some instances are attracted to them. This of course results in 

the infected rats being eaten and the cats facilitating the life cycle of the parasite through 

harboring the protozoa and then excreting it in their feces.  

 

T. gondii is infectious to all mammals and will infect the human nervous system in particular. 

Pregnant women infected with T. gondii can pass it on to their unborn children causing serious 

problems such as cerebral palsy, mental retardation, and even death. This is why pregnant 

women should not change the kitty litter! Generally infection with T. gondii is asymptomatic in 

the initial stages though it has been linked to psychotic symptoms in humans, especially those 

who have compromised immune systems. Late stage T. gondii infection has been linked to 

personality changes, a decrease in intelligence, psychomotor performance degradation, certain 

types of brain tumors, and schizophrenia. A paper by (Webster, Lamberton, Donnelly, & Torrey, 

2006) clearly outlines the evidence for the association of T. gondii infection and schizophrenia. 

The authors hypothesize that anti psychotic medications such as haloperidol may work in part 

because they have anti – T. gondii properties. In fact, the authors found that haloperidol and 

valproic acid were as effective in controlling T. gondii infection in rats as standard anti – T. 

gondii medications. The authors conclude that their findings could “lead to improved prognosis 

and potentially new medication combinations and therapeutic modalities for the treatment of 

both toxoplasmosis and severe psychiatric disorders” (p. 1029). Seen from this light it is possible 

that schizophrenia associated with T. gondii infection could be seen as a form of ‘zombie-ism’ – 

one that could be treated by eradicating the protozoa – a potentially new way of dealing with 

psychosis!  

 

Of course humans suffer from other types of nervous system infections that could potentially 

affect behavior. For example one of the most common and oldest known infection of the brain is 

caused by Taenia solium otherwise known as the tapeworm. T. solium usually enters the body 

when a person eats undercooked pork that carries the eggs of the tapeworm. These hatch in the 

intestines and live in this ‘food rich’ environment. But sometimes T. solium makes its way into 

the bloodstream where it can travel to the muscles, eyes, or brain. In 2008 Fox news reported on 

a woman in Arizona who had a live tapeworm larva in her brain (“It’s Not a Tumor - Doctors 

Find Worm In Woman’s Brain Instead,” 2008). She had reported numbness in her arm and 

blurred vision and doctors suspected a tumor. Indeed something showed up on a MRI scan and 

                                                 
3
 There is a wonderful video of these snails online at www.youtube.com/watch?v=EWB_COSUXMw 
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the woman was scheduled for surgery. During the operation for an expected tumor the woman’s 

surgeon found the live larva and removed it.
4
 Interestingly, this woman was lucky because once 

the worm was removed her neurological symptoms resolved. Worse problems may arise if the 

tapeworm  larva dies while in the brain. When this happens an inflammatory immune action is 

provoked and a cyst is formed around the creature. This can cause headaches, encephalitis, 

seizures, and in some cases zombie-like mental confusion as well loss of coordination and 

balance. While single cyst-caused lesions are less problematic, people who have multiple or 

calcified lesions may have permanent neurological issues (Singhi, 2011). T. solium infection 

highlights the importance of fully cooking food like pork as well as the necessity for good 

hygiene among those who handle food. 

 

The infections cited above, whether deliberately part of an organism’s life cycle (as with 

Cordyceps or Leucochloridium) or accidental (as with T. gondii or T. solium), cause damage to 

the brain.  There are of course other pathogens such as viruses that can also infect the brain. 

These infections result in encephalitis, which is an inflammatory response causing swelling and 

irritation that are potentially life threatening. Encephalitis is most often caused by a virus and 

usually results in mild flu-like symptoms. However, encephalitis is unpredictable. Severe cases 

can be deadly or cause permanent brain damage, having at least the potential to create a zombie-

like state. Some pathogens, like viruses in the Herpes simplex (HSV) group can cause severe 

encephalitis.  

 

Three of the HSV types (HSV-1, HSV-2, and Varicella zoster) can infect the human nervous 

system. HSV-1 (commonly known as oral herpes) is the most common cause of viral 

encephalitis that can be life threatening. HSV-1 seems to prefer to infect the frontal cortices, 

which can produce a number of neurological problems, including language and memory 

impairment as well as epilepsy. Psychological issues such as personality and behavioral 

abnormalities, including disinhibition and increased aggression can also occur (Arciniegas & 

Anderson, 2004). HSV-2 (the type responsible for genital herpes) infection can also produce 

encephalitis that causes neuropsychological symptoms. While HSV-2 seems to have a preference 

for infecting the meninges (tissues around the brain), it can also affect the brain, brainstem, 

cranial nerves, nerve roots, and spinal cord, as well. This can result in cranial nerve damage 

(neuropathy), weakening (hemiparesis) or loss of sensation (hemisensory loss) on one side of the 

body, and altered levels of consciousness. Typical herpes skin lesions may accompany 

neurological infection (Berger, Houff, & Fathallah-Shaykh, 2008). It seems plausible that people 

suffering from untreated neurological HSV 1 & 2 encephalitis could look and behave like 

zombies. 

 

Another serious possible consequence of HSV encephalitis is Kluver-Bucy Syndrome (Begum, 

Nayek, & Khuntdar, 2006; Cohen, Park, Kim, & Pillai, 2010; D Ku & Sang Yoon, 2011; Duggal, 

Jain, Sinha, & Nizamie, 2000; Gabison-Hermann, Pelletier, Taleb, & Bouleau, 2009; Yilmaz et 

al., 2008). Heinrich Kluver was a German émigré experimental neuropsychologist at the 

University of Chicago.
5
 Kluver studied eidetic imagery, which led him to study hallucinations 

                                                 
4
 Video of the worm being removed can be found here: http://media2.foxnews.com/112008/worm_tumor_700.wmv 

5
 Kluver was an interesting person. He served as a German soldier in World War I and was wounded. A trip to the 

base hospital spared him from defending against the final Allied assault and perhaps saved his life. Those who didn’t 

know him well found him diffident and somewhat perfectionistic – almost a cliché of German scientists from this 
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induced through mescaline. After studying the effects of mescaline on monkeys he began 

experiments with neurosurgeon Paul Bucy on the effect of removing the temporal lobes of the 

brains of their primate subjects. The loss of the temporal lobes produced the syndrome, which 

was named after the two researchers. (Hunt, 1980).   

 

Kluver-Bucy Syndrome (KSB) results in marked behavioral changes which include hyperorality, 

hypoermetamorphosis (a fixation of attention to something in the environment – usually related 

to orality), hypersexuality, and a supposed passive ‘tameness’ (Klüver & Bucy, 1937, 1938, 

1939). The last quality has been construed as a lack of aggression in that caged monkeys with 

KBS were more placid and easily approached. However, in a later experiment by Kling where 

the monkeys were allowed to roam freely after the operation, it was noted that the animals did 

not act tame and were not easily approached, but instead became socially isolated (Glick & 

Roose, 1993).  

 

In humans KBS results in behavioral changes similar to those in monkeys, but can be more 

elaborate including amnesia, Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, confusion, aggression 

and frustrated rage, pica (eating non-edible things including corprophagia), dysphasia 

(impairment in speech and comprehension of speech), emotional blunting and lability, 

hypermetamorphosis, hyperorality (including continual spitting), hypersexuality, impulsivity, 

passivity, visual agnosia (inability to make sense of what is seen), etc. (Begum et al., 2006; 

Berger et al., 2008; Cohen et al., 2010; D Ku & Sang Yoon, 2011; Duggal et al., 2000; Gabison-

Hermann et al., 2009; Greenwood, Bhalla, Gordon, & Roberts, 1983; Lilly, Cummings, Benson, 

& Frankel, 1983; Yilmaz et al., 2008). There can be a number of causes of KSB in humans 

(besides encephalitis) and damage to the temporal lobes may vary to a great degree (Lilly et al., 

1983). Interestingly the studies of KSB in humans often report some form of aggression. Clearly 

many of the aspects of KSB listed above could be seen as indicative of ‘zombie-ism’. 

Case Report 

 

I had come across KSB in my psychological practice at a large state mental hospital where I 

worked in a skilled nursing ward. A patient John demonstrated many aspects of KSB in humans 

as well as many zombie-like traits. 

 

John's life was a tragedy. At age five he was playing in his driveway behind his parent's car. His 

father was rushing off to work and failed to notice the little boy and backed the car up, driving 

over the boy’s head. John survived but suffered severe brain injury to one of his brain's frontal 

lobes. He became developmentally delayed (what used to be called 'retarded') and his behavior 

became unruly and violent. John's behavior became so bad his parents couldn't handle him at 

home and so he was committed to a state mental institution. When I began to work with John he 

was 30 years old and had grown up in the mental hospital. This was not a good place to grow up. 

In John's case being an unruly violent child in the company of other unruly violent children 

meant constant fights and injuries. When John became a teenager he got in an especially bad 

fight that resulted in his head being repeatedly smashed against a concrete floor by an older, 

much stronger patient. This patient had no idea of what he was doing and kept hitting John's 

                                                                                                                                                             
era. His friends however know him as a warm and thoughtful scientist. Reportedly Kluver used himself as a guinea 

pig with regard to the effects of mescaline and an overdose supposedly left him seriously ill for a time. 
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head against the floor until John almost died. And this would perhaps have been a better 

outcome. 

 

Again John suffered traumatic brain injury, this time to the other frontal lobe. Whereas after the 

first injury John could talk and reason to some degree, after second he could not. His demeanor 

was that of being in a awakened vegetative state. John also suffered damage to his motor cortex 

and was paralyzed from the waist down. More interestingly though (and the point of this story) is 

that the damage to John's frontal lobes resulted in the destruction of the inhibitory pathways 

which controlled eating and possibly hunger. In essence, John became an eating machine. 

Without consciousness John would spend every waking second trying to eat something, 

whatever came within his grasp. John had become, in essence an eating machine. He would 

constantly pick at his clothes until he could rip off chunks and eat them. John's physician showed 

me an old X-ray of John's stomach which was filled with cloth, a couple of forks, toys, anything 

he could fit in his mouth. John would also try and eat people. When you came close to John he 

would reach out, grab you, and try to get a bite. Because of this insatiable appetite for anything 

he could get his hands on, john spent his days dressed in rip-stop clothing, with his arms tied 

down in restraints. The drive to eat - and I say drive because here was no conscious motivation to 

it, no consciousness at all - was the whole of John's being.  

 

John exhibited hypermetamorphosis in that once he locked on to something in the environment 

he would focus obsessively on trying to eat it. John was not usually aggressive, except if he were 

kept from something he wanted to eat. Then he would become frustrated and somewhat enraged. 

Had John able to walk, he would have attacked people and tried to eat them. He had in essence 

become a zombie. 

 

For me, the case of John and others like him brings up the real possibility of zombie-ism. The one 

saving grace in this nightmare scenario is that fully mobile and unrestrained, John-like zombies 

would soon eat themselves to death. They could not keep ingesting inedible objects without 

serious consequences. Unless John-like zombies somehow developed a taste for living creatures, 

the rest of us wouldn't have much to worry about and after a few days of unrestrained eating they 

would either be debilitated or dead. All enterprising survivors would have to do would be to hole 

up somewhere and wait out the ‘zombacolypse’. 

 

Nevertheless, there is hard evidence that a virus or some other agent can cause injury to the brain 

leading to zombie-like behavior changes. This scenario is far-fetched perhaps, but not 

impossible. Harvard psychiatrist Steven Schlozman elaborates on this idea in his book The 

Zombie Autopsies: Secret Notebooks from the Apocalypse (Schlozman, 2011). In this fictional 

account an infectious agent has caused a pandemic. The infection itself is man-made comprising 

a virus that delivers prion disease to the brain, selectively destroying its higher centers. The 

virus/prion combination (and a third infectious agent the protagonists try to identify) also infect 

the body, leaving just enough function to allow the zombie to move and eat. I would suggest that 

in real life such an elaborate mechanism is not necessary. There are plenty of prospects in the 

world at large that have the potential to be ‘zombifying’ agents. A small mutation in one of the 

herpes viruses or T. gondii, a tapeworm variant, a fungus that jumps from insects to humans, or 

some combination thereof could do the trick. Is it any wonder we are obsessed with zombies? 
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Perhaps in the back of our minds we realize there is the possibility of a real zombie outbreak and 

that there is something to be afraid of after all? 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The General Psychology course was redesigned to enhance the quality of course instruction and 

to improve student success.  The reduction of the DFW (Ds, failures, withdrawals) rate and the 

improvement of student learning outcomes were emphasized.  This study assessed the 

performance of students enrolled in the redesigned General Psychology course during the Spring 

2012 semester to the performance of students enrolled in traditional and redesigned sections 

during the pilot study of the redesign in Fall 2011and to the five years prior to the redesign.   

Primary measures included pre and post test scores of psychological knowledge and DFW rates.  

Results indicated a significant difference in DFW rates between redesigned sections and 

traditional sections of the course.  In addition, the average posttest scores were significantly 

higher than the pretest scores for the redesigned sections indicating that the students retained 

more of the course content in the redesigned sections. Peer tutoring and the use of adaptive 

technology contributed to overall student success. 

 

Keywords: general psychology, course redesign, active learning, student success 

 

Introduction 
 

At Bowie State University (BSU), General Psychology (PSYC 101) is a very popular course.  It 

is a prerequisite for upper-level psychology courses for psychology majors and minors and a core 

requirement for several majors in other disciplines.  Over the past 5 years, enrollment for PSYC 

101 has increased substantially and currently, about 300 students enroll in the course each 

semester.   

 

The general consensus of the psychology department faculty is that the lecture format does not 

meet the academic needs of our population of nontraditional students with diverse learning 

styles.  During the past 5 years, the rate of students earning Ds, Fs, or withdrawing (DFW rate) 
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from this course has been approximately 37%.  The goal of this research was to redesign the 

course to improve its efficiency and effectiveness by increasing active learning, student 

comprehension and retention of the course material.  The ultimate goals of this proactive plan 

were to reduce course drift and minimize the DFW rate. 

 

Preliminary research has shown that redesigning courses can have many positive effects for 

participating institutions.  These benefits include enhancing course completion rates, improving 

course student retention, and reducing the cost of a course for the institution (Turner, 2009).  

Furthermore, researchers have noted the benefits of many of the practices implemented within a 

redesigned course.  For example, the inclusion of undergraduate learning assistants (ULAs), or 

peer tutors, was beneficial to students enrolled in a variety of introductory courses (Tessier, 

2004).   

 

From a theoretical perspective, the use of course enhancements such as peer tutors, ULAs, and 

adaptive learning technologies is based on a social constructivist view of learning, originally 

proposed by Vygotsky (1978).  This view stresses the importance of the learner being actively 

involved in the learning process and not just being a passive recipient of knowledge.  A search 

on the topic of peer tutoring provides several hundred research studies which are associated  

predominately with the effects of peer tutoring on elementary, middle, and high school students 

(e.g., Goodlad & Hirst, 1989 for a comprehensive review).  Only over the past 10 years has there 

been more interest in the effectiveness of peer tutoring in higher education (Munley, Garvey, & 

McConnell, 2010).   

 

The research conducted in elementary, middle, and high school environments shows a beneficial 

effect for both the tutees and tutors (Goodlad & Hirst, 1989).  Additionally, benefits from 

receiving peer tutoring have been established among students identified as at-risk for failing 

(Menesses & Gresham, 2009) and those with disabilities (Okilwa & Shelby, 2010).   Beneficial 

effects on tutees in higher education have also been documented (Smith, 2008; Trotter & 

Roberts, 2006). 

 

Similarly, the use of mastery learning as an effective educational strategy was first introduced by 

Bloom (1976).  It was viewed as a way of creating enrichment activities which gave students 

exciting opportunities to broaden and expand their learning.  Bloom believed that nearly all 

students, when provided with the more favorable learning conditions of mastery learning, could 

truly master academic content (Bloom, 1976).  It has been shown that students in well-

implemented mastery learning classes consistently reach higher levels of achievement and 

develop greater confidence in their ability to learn than students in traditionally taught classes 

(Anderson, 1994; Guskey & Pigott, 1988; Kulik, Kulik, & Bangert-Drowns, 1990).  In addition, 

research has linked mastery learning elements to highly effective instruction and student learning 

success (Guskey, 2009; Marzano, 2009; Rosenshine, 2009). 

Another tool being utilized in the educational process is adaptive learning.  It is an educational 

method which utilizes computers as interactive teaching devices and attempts to transform the 

student from being a passive learner to being an active learner.  Its usefulness in the college 

classroom has been documented as it relates to the influence of student characteristics (van 
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Seters, Ossevoort, Tramper & Goedhart, 2012) and the support provided to improve peer tutoring 

(Walker, Rummel & Koedinger, 2011). 

Although studies have outlined the success of course redesign across diverse courses and 

institutions, the current study sought to examine the effects of a course redesign of PSYC 101 at 

BSU.  Two major goals of the PSYC 101 course redesign included enhancing the quality of 

instruction and lowering the DFW rate.  These goals would be achieved by establishing the 

following: (a) modifying the class structure to reduce lecture time and promote active learning, 

(b) increasing the amount of available hands-on instruction, (c) standardizing the grading 

process, and (d) monitoring student progress more efficiently and effectively.  It was our 

expectation that these changes would provide students with much richer, personalized, and 

flexible learning experiences, and thus increase their levels of interest, motivation, and 

competence.   

 

The redesign plan utilized the Replacement Model (The National Center for Academic 

Transformation, 2005), which reduced the number of weekly in-class meetings for each section 

by replacing some in-class time with laboratory and online interactive activities.  These 

classroom modifications were intended to amplify peer-to-peer and student-instructor 

interactions and expand learning opportunities.  It was hypothesized that (a) students in the 

redesigned sections, as compared to the traditional sections, would exhibit lower DFW rates and  

(b) retain a higher level of course content.    

 

Method 
 

Participants 

 

The participants were 251 undergraduate students enrolled in the PSYC 101 course at Bowie 

State University.  The class consisted of freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors.  A total of 

224 participants signed the consent, so only their data are reported.   

 

Materials 

 

The course redesign team chose Laura A. King’s Experience Psychology (1
st
 Edition) as the 

textbook for all sections of the General Psychology course.  This text was chosen because the 

publisher, McGraw Hill, provided students with access to its online Learning Management 

System called ConnectPSYC, which includes LearnSmart modules with which students could 

study and test themselves.  It was the intent of the course redesign team to use this technology to 

promote active learning among the students and to facilitate mastery of the content of the course.   

 

Instructional materials included PowerPoint presentations provided by the publisher, which had 

been enhanced significantly.  These changes included an intentional focus on the most difficult 

concepts in each chapter as well as the inclusion of colorful images that complemented the 

material on the slides.   In addition, students in all of the sections received the same syllabus, as 

well as a handout describing the “Lab Rules” for the class.   
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Students in all sections of the course were given a pre-test of general psychology knowledge, 

which consisted of 20 true/false questions, and six additional demographic/informational 

questions.  At the end of the semester, students were given a post-test which consisted of the 

same 20 true/false questions that were on the pre-test.   

 

Students, also, were given paper-and-pencil, weekly quizzes during their lab sessions.  Weekly 

quizzes consisted of questions that were randomly generated from the publisher’s testbank using 

Respondus 4.0 software.  Different versions of the quiz were generated for each section of PSYC 

101 to minimize cheating among students in different sections.  After taking the weekly quiz in 

lab, students engaged in an interactive activity which was moderated by the graduate assistants 

and ULAs.  Students were urged to quiz themselves by taking practice quizzes, through ANGEL.  

These practice quizzes consisted of 10 multiple-choice questions that were generated randomly 

from the same test banks from which the weekly quizzes and exams were constructed.  There 

was no limit to the number of times students could take the practice quizzes. 

 

Students in all sections of the course were given exams at the same time throughout the semester.  

Exams were administered on ANGEL (BSU’s learning management system), through Respondus 

LockDown Browser and were proctored by two graduate assistants who worked solely with the 

PSYC 101 redesign.  Each exam consisted of 50 multiple-choice questions which were randomly 

generated from the publisher’s testbank.  Students had 50 minutes to complete the exams. 

 

Students in all sections completed the same three writing assignments during the semester.  The 

first two writing assignments were adapted from Dr. Megan Bradley’s Cyberlab for 

Psychological Research (http://faculty.frostburg.edu/mbradley/cyberlab.html).  The first writing 

assignment required students to develop an outline of a journal article, based on a sample outline 

that was provided by the instructor.  The second writing assignment required students to write a 

summary based on the outline developed for the first writing assignment.  The third writing 

assignment asked students to apply what they had learned in the class by: a)  providing a 

definition of psychology that their grandmother could understand, b) providing “ah-ha” moments 

they had while taking the class, and c) discussing how taking the course might help them in their 

major or future profession.  The third writing assignment was submitted to a plagiarism checker 

on ANGEL.  All handouts, articles, supporting documents, and rubrics were the same for both 

the traditional and redesigned sections.   

 

All students were asked to complete an End-of-Semester Student Satisfaction Survey that asked 

them about various aspects of the course. 

 

Procedure  
 

At the beginning of the semester, students in all sections were given a copy of the syllabus, the 

handout describing the “Lab Policies,” and a copy of the Informed Consent Form.  After signing 

the consent form, students in all sections of the course were given a pre-test of general 

psychology knowledge via ANGEL.    

 

http://faculty.frostburg.edu/mbradley/cyberlab.html
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Students met for 1.5 hours of lecture and one hour of lab time each week.   All students covered 

the same course material each week.   They were required to take their exams by making an 

appointment with the PSYC 101 faculty and were assigned the same three writing assignments.   

 

PSYC 101 was restructured to include lab instruction, interactive activities, practice quizzes and 

immediate feedback.  Instructors offered the same class and lab activities, assignments, and 

exams throughout the semester.  

 

At the end of the semester, students in all sections of the course were given the general 

psychology knowledge post- test which was identical to the pre-test taken at the beginning of the 

semester, and a Student Satisfaction Survey. 

 

Results 
 

Demographics 

 

In the Spring 2012 semester, there was a total of 251 students enrolled in PSYC 101.  However, 

only 224 signed and returned the Informed Consent Form.  Therefore, analyses included data for 

those 224 students only. 

 

As shown in Table 1, of those 224 students, 61.2% were freshman, 22.3% were sophomores, 

12.1% were juniors, and 4.5 % were seniors.  Eleven percent of the students taking PSYC 101 in 

the Spring 2012 semester were psychology majors, 4% were undecided, and 85% had declared 

some other major offered at the university.  Of the 215 students who had declared a major 

(psychology or otherwise), a total of 49.3% were in majors that were part of the College of 

Professional Studies, 29.3% were in the College of Arts and Sciences, 11.2% were in the College 

of Business, and 10.2% were in the College of Education.   

 

Table 1 

Demographic information for students enrolled in PSYC 101 during the Fall 2011 semester 

             

       N   %   

Year in School 

 Freshman     137   61.2% 

 Sophomore     50   22.3% 

 Junior      27   12.1% 

 Senior      10   4.5% 

Major 

 Psychology     25   11.2% 

 Other      190   84.8% 

 Undecided     9   4.0% 

College 

 Professional Studies    106   49.3% 

 Arts and Sciences    63   29.3% 

 Business     24   11.2% 

 Education     22   10.2%   
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DFW Rates  

 

A chi-square was conducted to determine if there was a difference in the DFW rates between the 

redesigned sections of PSYC 101 offered in Spring 2012 as compared to the redesigned and 

traditional sections offered in Fall 2011, and the traditional sections offered in the five years 

prior to the redesign.  As shown in Figure 1, there was significant difference in DFW rates 

between the redesigned sections of PSYC 101 offered in Spring 2012 as compared to the 

redesigned and traditional sections offered in Fall 2011, and the traditional sections offered in the 

five years prior to the redesign, 
2
 (3) = 56.92, p<.05.  In the redesigned sections during the 

Spring 2012 semester, there was a DFW rate of 32.1%, while the DFW rate in the Fall 2011 

redesigned sections and traditional sections was 63.7% and 53.8%, respectively.   

 
Course Content  
 

The same pre-test and post-test were given to students in the redesigned sections of PSYC 101 in 

Spring 2012 as a measure of retention, or learning, in their respective sections; however, only 

137 students took both the pre- and post-tests.  A 2x2 mixed model ANCOVA was conducted to 

determine if there was a difference between the within-subjects variable, pre- and post-test 

scores, as a function of the between-subjects variable, type of class, while controlling for 

cumulative GPA.  Results indicate that even when cumulative GPA is held constant, there is a 

main effect for pre- and post-test scores, F (1, 131) = 7.72, p = .006, partial 
2
=.056.  As shown 

in Figure 2, students had a higher percentage on the post-test (M=62.81) than they did on the pre-

test (M=52.09).   
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Impact of LearnSmart Study Modules and Practice Quizzes 

 

One hundred thirty-seven students (or 61.2%) completed the End-of-Semester Student 

Satisfaction Survey.  One hundred thirty-five students provided an answer to the question which 

asked whether the chapter quizzes accurately measured knowledge of the chapter material.  The 

results suggested that 90.4% of the students believed the weekly quizzes accurately measured 

knowledge of the chapter material. All 137 students responded to the questions asking about 

whether the LearnSmart study modules and/or practice quizzes were used.  Ninety-six percent 

(96%) of the students reported that they used the practice quizzes, while only 89% of the 

students reported that they used the LearnSmart study modules.  Furthermore, when asked how 

helpful students thought the practice quizzes were, on a scale of 1-10, with 10 being the most 

helpful, the average helpfulness rating was 9.74.  Alternatively, when asked how helpful they 

thought the LearnSmart Study Modules were, on a scale of 1-10, with 10 being the most helpful, 

the average rating among students was 7.60. 

 

Peer tutoring 
 

Students were also asked how many times they had met with the instructor, graduate assistants, 

or ULAs outside of class.  Interestingly, students reported meeting with the ULAs almost twice 

as much as with the instructor or graduate assistants, a finding that was significant, F(1, 

134)=18.02, p=.001, partial 
2
= .119.  As shown in Figure 3, students reported meeting with the 

ULAs an average of 2.28 times (SD=2.95) while only meeting with the instructors an average of 

1.27 times (SD=2.48) and the grad assistants 1.22 times (SD=1.83). 
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Discussion 
 

The Psychology Department assessed the impact of redesigning PSYC 101 on student learning 

by comparing the performance of the students enrolled in PSYC 101 during the Spring 2012 

semester to the performance of the students enrolled in the traditional and redesigned sections 

during the pilot study of the redesign in Fall 2011, and to the performance of the students during 

the five years prior to the redesign.   The major goal of the redesign was to reduce the DFW rate 

for this introductory course.   In the five years prior to Fall 2011, the DFW rate for PSYC 101 

was 37.8%.  During the Fall 2011 semester, the DFW rates were much higher for both the 

traditional and redesigned sections.  However, during the Spring 2012 semester, the DFW rates 

were reduced to 32.1%.  This DFW rate for the Spring 2012 semester was significantly lower 

than those of both the traditional and redesigned sections during the Fall 2011 semester.  Even 

though the DFW rate during the Spring 2012 semester was lower than that of the five years prior 

to the redesign, this difference was not significant.  It is important to note that as we collect more 

DFW data, we may find that this difference does move towards significance.  The difference 

between the DFW rates in Spring 2012 and those of the Fall 2011 semester suggests that the 

changes that were implemented by the course redesign team had an impact.   

   

Results of the pre- vs. post-test analyses indicated that students scored significantly higher on the 

post-test as compared to the pre-test, even when cumulative GPA was held constant for all 

students.  The performance on the pre-test vs. the post-test is a measure of retention of course 

content and the results suggest that students are learning the course content.  However, to further 
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substantiate if the course redesign resulted in this increase in performance on the post-test, it is 

important to keep track of pre- and post-test performance from semester to semester.   

 

Students in PSYC 101 reported meeting with the ULAs much more than with the instructors and  

graduate assistants.  This provides some evidence that students may prefer getting assistance 

from someone whom they consider to be a peer rather than the instructor of the course.  

However, these results should be considered with caution as we are relying on students’ 

memories of the number of times they met with each person during the course of the semester.  

In the future, instructors, graduate assistants, and ULAs should keep track, via a sign-in sheet, of 

students who ask for assistance outside of class.  This will provide a more accurate measure from 

which conclusions can be derived.  Research (Munley, Garvey & McConnell, 2010) has outlined 

the effectiveness of using peer tutors, and that effectiveness should be further explored in the 

PSYC 101 course. 

 

Another set of results that should be explored further is the use of both the practice quizzes and 

LearnSmart study modules and students’ perception of the usefulness of each.  More students 

reported using the practice quizzes rather than the LearnSmart study modules, and the average 

helpfulness rating was higher for the practice quizzes.  This is interesting in light of the fact that 

students earned points towards their grade for completing the LearnSmart study modules while 

practice quiz completion was voluntary.  Perhaps, it may be important to determine which 

contributes more to student performance and then adjust course assignments based on these 

results.  It may be helpful to complement the LearnSmart Study Modules and practice quizzes 

with other paper-and-pencil group activities during lab time to further enhance active learning 

 

In general, it is our belief that these redesign efforts will continue to influence our approach to 

teaching and learning that will, over time, be demonstrated by greater student success.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

Research concerning communities of practice in online environments is critical to 

instructors in higher education for understanding online collaborative software. In order to 

explore the perceptions of a group of graduate students as they created an online community of 

practice, this research concentrated on the interaction of the students within the course wiki. 

Instrumental case study guided the research methodology and informed the exploration of these 

students’ experiences when using wiki software in a graduate course. Symbolic interactionism 

was the theoretical framework for this study and communities of practice directed data analysis. 

Data collection involved e-observations, collaborative artifacts, chat room sessions, discussion 

board entries, wiki entries, individual interviews, as well as a focus group interview.  After 

painstakingly reading, re-reading, and coding the data, the following five themes emerged: (1) 

wiki experiences, (2) meaningful discourse, (3) egalitarian, (4) community engagement, and (5) 

collaborative learning processes. Findings from this study indicate that the students’ experiences 

when participating in online collaborative learning were influenced by the virtual environment. 

The online project facilitated meaningful dialogs and therefore knowledge construction. Students 

formed a community of practice and collaborated by using wiki online tools. 

 

Introduction 
 

“Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something 

they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (Wenger, 2006).  

This study focused on the perceptions of graduate students as they interact online and 

create a collaborative learning environment, specifically a “community of practice.” Using a case 

study methodology and purposeful sampling, I observed, interviewed, and analyzed artifacts 

from 25 graduate students that participated in the study.  

 

Background Information 
 

Online education in higher education continues to grow at an astonishing speed. Allen and 

Seaman (2009) assert that “more than one in four higher education students now take at least one 

course online” (p. 5). Along with the increased student enrollment in online courses is the 

increased demand for online courses (Allen & Seaman, 2009). The effects of the Internet on 

higher education are numerous and consequently affect student learning outcomes (Ahem & El 

Hindi, 2000; Davidson-Shivers, Tanner, & Muilenburg, 2000; Kanuka & Anderson, 1998).  

 

The pedagogical nature of online teaching paralleled with student online interactions have been 

researched with primarily positive results (Ahem & El Hindi, 2000; Kanuka & Anderson, 1998; 

Davidson-Shivers, Tanner, & Muilenburg, 2000; Wang, Chen, & Levy, 2010). Some professors 

are actively utilizing web tools to engage students. Oftentimes, these professors create authentic 

learning tasks that help students gain knowledge of technology as well as the subject matter and 



81 

are directly influencing teaching practices in higher education institutions today (Owen, Grant, 

Sayers, & Facer, 2006). 

 

Zhang and Watts (2008) found that members of an online community actively engaged in 

knowledge sharing and met the characteristics of community of practice creation. Cuddapah and 

Clayton (2011) revealed that the interactivity was important for community of practice 

formation. Groups of people who engage in online information sharing can meet the 

requirements for generating communities of practice. Online communities of practice have been 

successfully used for supporting authentic teaching practices (Barab, MaKinster, & Scheckler, 

2004). Breu and Hemingway (2002) reported findings from their research that participants within 

communities of practice organizations want to contribute to the shared knowledge of the group. 

Norton (2004) discussed using communities of practice to connect teachers with experts online 

in order to facilitate technology integration into K-12 classrooms. Gray (2004) found that 

learning was facilitated through online connections.  

 

Synchronous and asynchronous communication tools provide effective avenues for interaction. 

Asynchronous communications between community participants’ were meaningful, and 

conversations arose through threaded discussions (Ng & Cheung, 2007; Wang & Woo, 2007). 

Synchronous communication tools are useful for immediate interaction or brainstorming issues 

(Martin, 2005). Computer-mediated communication “has at least two key functions in online 

education, it contributes to community, provides the social dimension to education that has been 

evidenced over the years by people gathering together in groups. Synchronous communication 

provides this more immediate social bonding” (Motteram, 2001, p. 144). 

 

What is a Wiki? 
 

Wikis are social networks that allow people to interact online and include a wide range of 

software for users. Wikis can be used in the document mode to create collaborative documents or 

in the thread mode in which users can post messages and reply to posts (Leuf & Cunningham, 

2001). Social networking applications do not require expertise; instead, the software is user-

friendly, allowing the wiki-minded to easily edit, transfer files, upload photos, and divulge 

knowledge through the use of the World Wide Web (Luce-Kapler, 2007; Tonkin, 2005). Wikis 

are valuable communication and collaboration tools that can be used to encourage group 

interactions. Wiki spaces can be personal Web pages, but most have been formed for specific 

purposes “with a set group of allowable users” (Goodwin-Jones, 2003 p. 15; Schwartz, Clark, 

Cossarin, & Rudolph, 2004). Users, who have been allowed access to the wiki site, have the 

ability to view the history of changes made in entries and users can also edit entries. All changes 

are noted and can be viewed from the main page. Oftentimes, wiki users create links to other 

sources that can reinforce the views of the group or individual concerned with that particular 

topic. 

 

Creators of wiki spaces are often topic-specific, encouraging wiki collaborators to contribute 

meaningful entries to the arena. Wikis focus on an identifiable subject and are structured around 

the collection of entries the wiki users generate. Wikis are “communities of practice” that allow 

users to collaborate, edit, discuss, and contribute to the reservoir of knowledge produced and 

constructed by the group (Goodwin-Jones, 2003). Subjects such as technology education, 
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English literature, creative writing, library studies, philosophy, and engineering have 

incorporated wikis into some courses, and wikis have been used for group projects, annotated 

bibliographies, encyclopedias, tutoring, writing instruction, online textbook construction, and 

lecture notes.  

 

Today, wikis are employed by higher education for online discussion, online teaching, 

collaborative writing, collaborative resource sites, and for creating and maintaining collaborative 

annotated bibliographies (Duffy & Bruns, 2006). Professors and students can create unique 

homepages with links to examples of their work and other resources (Loudermilk & Hern, 2006). 

Professors can implement wikis as a tool to facilitate learning experiences though generating 

online textbooks or by having students submit journal entries or reflections through wikis 

(Evans, 2006; Tonkin, 2005). Students have the ability to assist one another, brainstorm ideas, 

create research projects and presentations, write collaboratively, and evaluate courses (Duffy & 

Bruns, 2006; Loudermilk & Hern, 2006). Professors and students can also cooperate to generate 

“collaborative lecture notes” (Ozkutuk, 2006). 

 

Wiki as Communities of Practice 
 

Some research has focused on utilizing wiki software to create learning communities of practice 

that allow users to become actively engaged in the creation, propagation, diffusion, and 

construction of the content and atmosphere of the wiki (Baird & Fisher, 2005). By cultivating 

learning environments that are group-oriented and student-centered, collaborative communities 

of practice have formed, transforming wikis into online democracies. Wiki software is 

collaborative because the students work together and democracies form because the students 

drive the discussions under the direction of the moderator (instructor). Students are in charge of 

the interaction, creating a student-centered rather than a teacher-centered learning environment. 

Instructors can moderate the wiki for a particular subject or task but allow the wiki group 

members to have the freedom of expression that is often lacking in actual classroom 

environments. Wiki online classrooms are user-friendly, requiring no formal internet training, 

and students are generally already familiar with the workings and structure of wiki or other 

groupware programs and open communities that allow input from all users who have been given 

access to the particular wiki site (Luce-Kapler, 2007; Tonkin, 2005). Therefore, students are able 

to brainstorm, collaborate, argue, discuss, and edit responses and input from the entire group 

(Clarke, 2009; Tonkin, 2005). 

 
Through the use of wiki software, students have the ability to create egalitarian collaborative 

environments (for students from diverse backgrounds) and can draw influences from outside a 

particular discipline (Farabaugh, 2007). A heterogeneous group of students can collaborate and 

create communities of discourse from any area of the world (Schaffert et al., 2006). Compared to 

typical college pedagogy, wiki software provides other academic disciplines and people on the 

periphery with the ability to connect, view, and possibly influence the direction and flow of the 

wiki (Farabaugh, 2007). Students have the ability to comment on or discuss ideas that arise either 

during class or after class by entering the course’s wiki site (Farabaugh, 2007). Rendering 

opportunities for student interactions, wikis create documents that are viewed publically, create 

discourse, and influence the writing ability of each of the other participants (Forte & Bruckman, 

2006). Students in large classes have the ability to interact with the instructor through wikis 
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whenever and wherever they are without the constraints of the lecture hall and receive feedback 

in a timely manner (Bower et al., 2006). Hollenbeck suggests that the online environment “can 

allow for greater democracy in the availability and practice of education” (Hollenbeck, 1998, 

p.12). 

 

The full potential of wikis for use in higher education is still untapped (Byron, 2005; Carpenter 

& Roberts, 2007; Chen et al., 2005; Elgort, 2007; Farabaugh, 2007). Even though higher 

education institutions still lag behind other professional arenas concerning wiki use, recent 

research indicates that some institutions are encouraging wiki use for collaborative and 

meaningful learning activities (Blair, Liaupsin, Umbreit, & Kweon, 2006; Elgort, 2008; Evans, 

2006; Parker & Chao, 2007). 

 

Sener (2007) suggests that “the role of student-generated content is highly marginalized in 

contemporary educational practice” (para. 5). Products, such as assignments, that are created by 

students have been utilized to increase learning effectiveness and student engagement (Sener, 

2007). Even though wiki software has been utilized in some colleges and universities to provide 

online access for students to many aspects of university life, many institutions are yet to explore 

wiki use for courses. However, wikis, when used as the “student-generated content,” may prove 

valuable to facilitate instruction when used as a toll to facilitate a course’s community of 

practice.  

 

Method 
 

This study was designed to explore participants’ experiences using qualitative case study 

methodology. Detailed data was collected concerning the participants’ perceptions. The primary 

purpose of case study is to “collect data about actual human event and behavior” (Yin, 2008, p. 

98). Multiple sources of data were accumulated that, according to Yin (2008), increased the 

depth of the data. Several types of sources were used as evidence for case studies, such as 

participants’ documents, semi-structured interviews, and virtual observations.  

 

Sampling for this case study was purposeful and included 25 students enrolled in a required 

teacher education course and attending an urban university in the mid-south. Some participants 

were practicing teachers, while other participants were pre-service teachers. Symbolic 

interactionism was the theoretical framework for this study and communities of practice theory 

was used to guide data analysis. I established positive relationships with my participants and 

answered any questions concerning my study. Data collection involved e-observations, 

collaborative artifacts, chat room sessions, discussion board entries, wiki entries, individual 

interviews, as well as a focus group interview.  

 

Participants were asked to create a group project and repositories of information that future 

teachers would find helpful; multiple sources of data were utilized to create the repositories. 

Some groups posted videos and links to other Web sites; other groups posted photos and 

information directly onto their group’s wiki page. Students were required to reference the 

material and to follow guidelines set forth by the American Psychological Association (APA 

style) for academic citations. The students had personal pages where they were able to express 
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themselves through photos, collages, videos, and any other elements they desired to decorate 

their Wikispaces pages. Some of the participants included pictures of family members and pets. 

 

Open-ended questions, which enabled the interviewees to decide the direction of their response, 

assisted in revealing students’ perceptions when using wiki technology in a graduate course. 

Questions that were reflective about their use of wiki in the course helped facilitate responses 

that were based on personal experiences. Interview data was gathered through the use of chat 

room sessions in through the interaction of me and the group members interacted. 

 

Reflections, wiki-based entries, and participant dialogues, were included in the analysis. 

Reflections written by the students on their personal wiki pages provided insight into their 

perceptions of the collaboration within the course wiki. Wiki-based entries included group 

discussions of the project assignments, documents such as the actual assignments, group wiki 

pages, and personal wiki pages. Through participant dialogues via online discussions and chat 

rooms, group reactions and dynamics were examined.  

 

Data Analysis 
 

Data collected from this study were analyzed using social interaction and learning premises that 

structure communities of practice theory. Throughout my analysis, I identified themes that 

coincided with communities of practice assumptions. Significant evidence was discovered, 

asserting that the participants created and shared a community of practice within the dimensions 

of my case study, although this evidence cannot be generalized. During the creation of the “wiki 

community of practice,” the participants were engaged in both the subject matter and the 

learning process. 

 

Coding revolved around the purpose of the research therefore determining what was important 

and what was not. This coding led to general categories. Next, I developed themes by arranging 

the coded material into larger sections. After separating the data into themes, I identified 

connections and relationships situated within and between the data. Finally, I drew conclusions 

from the convergence of the data and checked my interpretations against the original data. The 

final five themes are: (1) wiki experiences, (2) meaningful discourse, (3) egalitarian, (4) 

community engagement, and (5) collaborative learning process.  

 

Findings 
 

Wiki Experiences 

Preece (2001) suggests that effective online environments encompass the following four criteria: 

“social interaction and support, information design, navigation, and access” (pp. 56). Therefore, 

when exploring the experiences of the participants, I checked for the presence and/or absence of 

these characteristics. I also wanted to know if they had any previous experiences using wikis and 

what they knew about wiki software. To understand students’ background knowledge of wikis, I 

asked participants to describe their knowledge of wikis on their own personal page during the 

first day of class. Participant responses varied considerably, with some indicating no prior 
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knowledge about wiki, referring solely to Wikipedia, while others seemed to know the editing 

mechanics of the online software. Table 1 illustrates the range of responses. 

Table 1 

Participants Initial Knowledge of Wikis 

Participant Pre-Existing Wiki Knowledge/Experience 

Kevin  Other than using Wikipedia to locate information on the internet, I am not that 

familiar with wiki. 

Susan Wiki is the first thing that always pops up! 

Angela Wikipedia is the encyclopedia that you can add to and my students LOVE to use it 

to research everything!! But they aren't allowed to. 

Randy I have no experience with wiki. 

Rochelle Wikipedia is an encyclopedia of sorts in which registered users (?) can change 

information or add information on a particular subject / concept. I normally use 

Wikipedia when I begin researching something, to get an overall idea of a subject, 

but then use other sources for my papers. 

Peter Wikis are online collaborations often authored and edited by a multitude of 

persons online. Often for academics, students are dissuaded from using 

information/research garnered through the content use of wikis. 

Jennifer I am here and I'm not sure what to look for. I hope to learn more about how to use 

this site. I don't really know anything about wikipedia and need to learn how to 

use it. I've heard of it and seen it used at work but haven't had any real interaction 

with it. I assume it is an internet way to find out information about about any 

particular subject. 

Cynthia Wiki is an interactive web based encyclopedia, that usually offers more 

information than any other internet source about various topics. 

Michelle I use Wikipedia to find out about entertainers. It’s usually the first link that shows 

after I do a search. I was told the information wasn’t reliable, however, what can 

you trust these days? 

Emily I know how to use Wikipedia to find other research sources, how to be accepted 

as a contributor, and how to manage Wikipedia. 

DerPeter Wiki are collaborative web pages that connect groups of people. They are usually 

interactive and group members can enter and change information that admins have 

to later verify. Wikipedia.org is a very popular online encyclopedia wiki. 

Lynnetteette Wiki is an encyclopedia. Any one can add information. When writing papers wiki 

can not be used as a source. 

Monica Wikipedia is the possible the most frequented internet encyclopedia for children 

and adults in the US today. Personally I have used Wikipedia to answer random 

questions I conjour regarding the origin or history of common colloquialisms. 

Amelia I do not have any type of knowledge about this program; however, I am excited to 

learn new and improve information about it. 

Allison I do not know anything about Wiki. I was taught not to use Wikipedia because the 

information may or may not be valid or come from valid sources. 

Deborah I believe that Wikipedia is a website where people can post and add information 
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about an endless list of topics. Anyone can be an author on Wikipedia, yet I 

believe that someone at Wikipedia does verify that the information one writes is 

correct. 

Zoe I know just a little about wikis. I know that wiki pages can be edited by anyone. 

the person that posts content to the wiki is responsible for the correctness of the 

information but anyone can add to or change the information posted. Wikis can be 

used to create documents by a group of people. People can add to or change the 

document and publish the completed document for others to view. 

When participants were interviewed about their initial thoughts concerning the wiki project, 

some participants expressed anxiety, confusion, and were admittedly resistant. John found the 

idea “a little intimidating, I did not feel like I knew what I was doing” (John, 451). Jennifer 

indicated that she was more anxious about her grade than using wiki: “I wanted to understand 

how to use it in the group setting. I suppose if I have anxiety it comes from knowing I need a B 

in the class and I've been a B-C student in years past” (Jennifer, 51205121). Another student 

stated, “I was confused about what to do as we actually started” (Angela, 53155316). Lauren 

said, “I was totally confused” (line 447). “What I am most confused about is what each of us are 

supposed to do next” (Deborah, 5735). Mark elaborated, “On the first day in the lab, I was 

confused and did not understand the entire logic behind Wikispaces, I felt that it was a waste of 

time” (5754). Sally reflected, “I must admit that I was extremely confused and overwhelmed in 

the beginning” (57885789). Amelia stated, “On the first day of class, Mrs. Taylor mentioned 

the word “Wikispaces” and in my mind I was wondering what in the world she is talking about” 

(59815983). 

Later in the project when participants were asked about their experiences using wiki, many 

participants described their experiences as beneficial and meaningful. Monica said, “my 

experience with wiki rocked overall” (590). Lauren and Deborah agreed while stating, “I feel 

that it is a great way to do a group assignment” and “it was a good overall experience” (Lauren, 

822; Deborah 1155). When asked about their learning experience elaborated about their views on 

the project, “The time was useful,” and Rita said, “this experience has been very beneficial” 

(Lauren, 1051; Rita, 5472). A far as student engagement with the learning processes and the 

subject matter was concerned, some participants mentioned that the project was interesting as 

illustrated in the following quotes: “The project was fun and interesting” (Stacey, 5662); 

“Overall, I believe this project was very interesting” (Mark, 5745); “I love to learn new things 

and it was also interesting, therefore it kept my attention” (Steve, 5754); and “I thought it was 

very interesting” (Derrick, 4253).  

Overall, I found that students not only enjoyed the wiki software, but as a side effect, they were 

pleased to have learned how to use wiki. Participants also thought their learning had been 

enhanced by utilizing the wiki software in the course. When John was asked about his thoughts 

concerning wiki, he said, “Wikispaces is a great program to learn about how to create your own 

personal pages, how to design case study, can have a discussion with the people that has assess 

to this program, and many more creative information” (5896:5899). Another participant agreed 

and stated, “It is a great way to post ideas and share information with other group members. I 

like how we can post things on our personal pages and then put a final product on the group 
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page. It helps to keep thoughts organized and allows us to put our best work on a different page” 

(Lauren, 5913:5916). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Clippings from four students’ personal Wikispaces pages. 

Meaningful Discourse 

Participants stated that synchronous and asynchronous communications through chatting, 

postings, and discussions were meaningful and provided feedback. When referring to her 

communication experiences with the wiki, Sally said, “I liked how we could post a comment and 

receive immediate feedback, or visit chartrooms to develop ideas” (5769-5770). Deborah 

confirmed this when he said, “I enjoyed the chatting online since it was automatic feedback” 

(427). Students in group one commented and described their teaching experience through posts 

that appeared on their shared group page.  
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Wikis as Egalitarian 

Throughout the data analysis phase, I became aware that the online communication enabled 

some participants to speak more freely than in a solely face-to-face course. Many participants 

sensed that they were liberated and they were able to discuss their thoughts and ideas without 

reproach from other students. When Michelle and Lauren were asked how they felt when 

participating in online conversations, they said, “Everybody contributed their fair share and we 

respected each other’s ideas” (Michelle, 810). “I feel everyone felt free to express themselves” 

(Lauren, 908). And Deborah elaborated about his experience by saying, “Yes, I felt like I could 

express my ideas freely and no one in my group would shut me down. They might add to it to 

make it better, but not completely shut out my idea” (912913). Also, other participants 

responded that each member contributed to the assignment as exemplified by the following 

comment: “Our entire group contributed” (Lauren, 1353). Many of the participants described 

their online interactions as unrestricted, as Mary indicated, “Wiki gives students the freedom to 

be creative” (5533). Monica described his thoughts as: “…think the idea behind wiki is more 

socialist in nature,” and Derrick said, “we all took equal shares of the work” (4385). She 

elaborated this idea saying, “We really didn’t decide by assigning roles. We all initially wrote 

our own stories and then decided on the best premise. Then we worked together to embellish it, 

edit it, and write the questions” (44014402). 

 

When the participants were asked if there was a leader of their group, Emily responded, “I don’t 

know that we had a leader in that way” (957). Derrick felt that everyone made the decisions in 

his group, and “the decisions were usually unanimous” (4406). But Angela stated that “Michelle 

and I took the lead” but “that everyone contributed ideas. We posted everything in the discussion 

so that everyone could read it before it went into the main page” (5315; 53235324).  

 

Community Engagement 

 

Almost all of the participants expressed feelings concerning the group dynamics and knowledge 

creation. Comments such as the following illustrate this idea: “I enjoyed working with each 

group member and I believe we did a good job pooling our experiences, thoughts and talents 

together” (Pamela, 57695770). Another participant stated, “The group experience helped to 

clarify much of the meaning behind collaboratory effort. We decided from the beginning that the 

best way to facilitate a truly collective effort was to enable each person to contribute individual 

ideas and then to discuss the pros and cons of each person's suggestion in order to derive the 

ultimate solution” (Steve, 58905895).  

 

Cynthia discussed the dynamic of her group in the following excerpt: “In our group we had the 

educator, the logician, the humanist, and the existentialist. Consider the potential of such a 

cooperative were the talents of each individual incorporated equivalently into the solution” 

(59065909). Pamela, Lynnette, and Martin stated the following when asked about their groups: 

“They are wonderful people to work with and everyone did their part to make this project a great 

success (Pamela, 59205921). Working with a group of people with varying levels of experience 

on a specific topic greatly helped to expand my perspective of said topics (ADHD and neglect) 

(Lynnette, 56585660). “I truly enjoyed have Sally and Kevin in our case study group. They are 
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wonderful people to work with and everyone did their part to make this project a great success!” 

(Martin, 59945997). 

 

Collaborative Learning Processes 

Several of the participants described their involvement in the learning process as interactive and 

creative. When referring to the interactive properties of wiki, Pamela and Deborah replied, “I 

really like the interactive features of using Wikispaces” and “It could be as interactive as we 

wanted it to” (Pamela, 5779; Deborah, 641). While Bill stated, when referring to his experiences 

interacting online said, “I like the ability to interact with my classmates” (4250). Others 

depictions agreed with Bill’s description: “I like the fact that it was very interactive and 

surprisingly easy to use” (Martin, 5860). Another participant described wiki as an “interactive 

learning tool that all new users should experience in order to enhance their creative problem 

solving skills”; also, “and it is completely interactive so people are given the opportunity to learn 

from others” (Monica, 667668, 13481349). Mark also described his means of interacting 

through wiki such as, “My group also started to communicate more through posts” (Mark, 

57445745). Others saw wiki as a tool that enhanced their learning, for example, “honestly 

though, aside from assistance figuring out the logistics of using wiki, i think part of wikis genius 

is its role as an interactive learning tool that all new users should experience in order to enhance 

their creative problem solving skills” (13401341). When Rita was asked about her experiences, 

she said, “Communicating with classmates through discussions to complete a project has been 

fun” (54725473).  

Discussion   
 

Data collected from this study were analyzed through the theoretical lenses of symbolic 

interactionism and community of practice theories of social interaction and negotiated meanings. 

These theoretical lenses enabled me to explore the experiences of the research participants within 

an online community. Communities of practice also allowed me to view the experiences of the 

students while participating in an online community. The purpose of the study was to explore the 

experiences of graduate students when participating in collaborative online communities. The 

following research questions guided my study:  

 

Data collection processes involved gaining the trust of the participants, interviewing participants, 

observing the interaction of the participants, and managing the raw data. I examined the 

experiences of 25 graduate students who were enrolled in a teacher education course as they 

collaborated and communicated via an online wiki using semistructured interviews, virtual 

observations, and document analysis. After painstakingly reading, re-reading, and coding the 

data, the following five themes emerged: (1) wiki experiences, (2) meaningful discourse, (3) 

egalitarian, (4) community engagement, and (5) collaborative learning processes. The first three 

themes relate to the perceptions of the participants when submerged in an online learning 

environment. Themes 4 and 5 coincide with community of practice theory and related to the 

students’ shared learning processes. 

 

Findings from this study indicate that the students’ experiences when participating in online 

collaborative learning were influenced by the virtual environment. The online project facilitated 
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meaningful dialogs and therefore knowledge construction. Students created a community of 

practice and collaborated by using wiki online tools.  

 

Wiki experiences.  

 

In this study of graduate students experiences, data from the participants demonstrated that the 

environmental structure of the wiki was conducive for encouraging online learning.  

Wiki, when utilized in my research, did encompass four concepts: (1) easy to use, (2) simple 

formatting design, (3) easy to transverse, and (4) little difficulty uploading and downloading 

files. Transcripts from wiki participants validate the ease of use of the wiki software: “It’s so 

easy and convenient” (4220:4221); “I think Wiki was pretty easy and straightforward to…” 

(4312:4312); “It's easy to navigate and free of unnecessary features” (5767:5767); “I like the fact 

that it was very interactive and surprisingly easy to use” (5855:5855); and “I think WIKI is a 

easy way to do a project. I think I might prefer this to a PowerPoint” (4118:4120). As evidenced 

by the lack of e-mails, posts, or discussions asking for help, wiki participants had no issues 

uploading and/or downloading files to the wiki. 

 

Similar to Coutinho and Bottentuit’s (2007) research conclusions, I found that students not only 

enjoyed the wiki software, but, as a side effect, they were pleased to have learned how to use 

wiki. Participants also thought their learning had been enhanced by utilizing the wiki software in 

the course (Coutinho & Bottentuit, 2007; Elgort, Smith, & Toland, 2008). As demonstrated on 

the course wiki, online interaction and assignments also illustrated that the students were able to 

use the software easily. Students described using the course wiki as “easy” and as a “good arena 

to provide feedback.” When used as the structure for online collaboration, wiki software was 

simple for participants to learn and use and enriched their learning experience. 

 

Meaningful Discourse.  

 

Communities of discourse can be created through the use of virtual collaborative software 

(Schaffert et al.,  2006). Asynchronous threaded discussions are beneficial for supporting 

meaningful discourse in online courses (Ng & Cheung, 2007). Murphy and Collins (1997) 

discovered that when students communicated through online synchronous chats, the participants 

became more specific and often clarified their comments to other course members as the 

semester progressed.  

 

Using asynchronous communication gave participants the ability to comment on or discuss ideas 

that emerged either during class or after class by simply entering the course wiki (Farabaugh, 

2007). Michelle’s comment illustrates Farabaugh’s (2007) findings when she said, 

“communicating with classmates through discussions to complete a project has been fun and a 

lot more flexible then trying to meet out of school hours”. Kevin explained his group’s use of 

their discussion board: “I contributed a lot. I wrote a good portion, but everyone contributed 

ideas. We posted everything in the discussion so that everyone could read it before it went into 

the main page. Usually”. 

 

Through discussion board analysis, I discovered that participants were reflective practitioners 

and were actively involved in the learning process. Topics discussed on the discussion boards 
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focused on the collaborative assignments. An example of Deborah, Randy, Peter, and Kevin 

discussed the second part of their collaborative project on the discussion board. Deborah started 

the discussion forum by talking about what needed to be done for part two of an assignment, and 

then the others then joined in the discussion. The following conversation confirms the 

participants’ reflective engagement with the learning process: 

 

Kevin, Part 2, “A lot more could be added to this.....Here is what happened, I would say 

one day but this tended to happen a lot:)” 

he class is lined up in the hall waiting to come into the room. However, John feels the 

need to sing at the top of his lungs when he knows the expectations and there is no 

talking in the halls. Once John gets back in line he wants to start kicking Cara, knowing 

that Cara will fight back and cause a scene. It has been 5 minutes and I know I am 

loosing valuable teaching time. All of the students have received their consequence and 

things have calmed down. Finally, the class is ready to enter the classroom. Most, of the 

students get right to work on their DO NOW but Joe decides he wants to turn on the radio 

and begin dancing while I am helping a student with the assignment. While redirecting 

Joe, John begins to run around the classroom with a yardstick again bothering Cara. Now, 

Joe and John are causing yet another scene. 

 

Peter, re: Part 2 “I like the insanity of this part. That all of it is occurring at once. 

We should clarify what the DO NOW activity is (some reading assignment, maybe, just a 

suggestion). 

 

Kevin, re: Part 2, “Do now is an assignment to students complete as soon as they  

enter the classroom. This is a norm at school and they have been doing it since the 5th 

grade. It's the same I guess as bell work or bell ringers. 

 

Deborah, re: Part 2, “Maybe we can add what their consequences were when they were 

in the hallway. Was it enough of a punishment to contain them and calm them down for 

the next 20-30 minutes?” 

 

Kevin, re: Part 2, “There are different steps to the consequences. First of course is the 

verbal warning, next they received a $5 deduction from their paycheck and the incident 

was documented. Paychecks go home every Monday for parents to see how their child's 

behavior was. This is a large deduction most often deductions are only 1 to 2 dollars. This 

was enough redirection to get them back in line at zone 0 (which means silent) and to 

enter the classroom. 

After deductions students are given detention which could add up to multiple days and 

then last there is a write up which goes to the principal.” 

 

Peter, re: Part 2, “John.’ I said in as calm a voice as I could muster, ‘go inside and sit 

down right now. Start on your Do Now project.’  Then it hit me, where was the other 

one? I looked around and saw him at the water fountain. I gave him an adequate amount 

of time as the other students began to work their way into the room. 
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---Just a suggestion on how to begin this. I wrote it as part of the Part 1 Narrative before I 

realized I had skipped sections. Also, please change anything you want in these or erase 

them all together. I'm just trying to get this rolling as much as I can. 

Kevin, re: Part 2, “Seriously, when you just said he was at the water fountain, that's not 

made up....this definitely happened! I like this beginning. 

Randy, re: Part 2, “The class is lined up in the hall waiting to come into the room and 

John is singing loudly. Why is John singing loudly? Is there a teacher in the hall with the 

students? Is John ADHD with an attention deficit disorder? Sounds like it. Does John act 

this way daily? John kicking Cara is another problem. John continues to bother Cara after 

they enter the classroom. At what point does John settledown and gets on task? Joe is 

also disrupting the class by turning on the radio. Is Joe ADHD? 

 

Peter, re: Part 2, “Okay. we have that brief intro I wrote from last week and a few 

questions from Jim. We need to expand this quite a bit, I think. 

Maybe dive into the behavior plan explanation slightly? I like the real-life skill of money 

used as a way of tracking overall behavior. 

 

Deborah, re: Part 2, “additions/collaborations have been made to part two on the main 

page.” 

 

Egalitarian 

 

Scholars have previously noted that online communities create virtual democracies (Hollenbeck, 

1998; Jenlink & Jenlink, 2008; Lonsdale et al., 2009). Lonsdale et al. (2009) contend that online 

communities have led to a democratic model of learning that values contributions from all 

members of the community. Observations of participant interactions within groups revealed 

camaraderie, freedom of expression, and team work. Farabaugh (2007) asserts that wikis have 

the ability to create egalitarian collaborative environments. Comments by two participants, 

Lynnette and Michelle, confirmed the egalitarian nature of their groups: “we all took equal 

shares of the work” (4439) and “I did feel free to express myself, my group was very open” 

(4367:4367). Randy referred to “group” decisions rather than individual decisions, for example, 

“Our group decided that each of us would make a character for our ‘case study’ and describe a 

certain trait or characteristic that would make a difficult fit into a regular education classroom” 

(5561:5562). These findings suggest that the course wiki created an equalizing environment for 

student interaction.  

 

 

 

 

Community engagement.  

 

Community of practice theory, as described by Wenger (1998), is a learning theory that states 

that learning and knowledge creation are generated through participation in shared activities. 

People learn through social interaction. Participant engagement with learning happens through 

active involvement with the learning process. This participation creates meaningful learning 

opportunities within a meaningful learning environment (Wenger, 1998). Communities of 
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practice are formed groups of people with similar interests and the desire to communicate their 

own knowledge while adding to the group knowledge about a common topic. In my study, the 

students created a community of practice by learning together within a shared environment.  

In the current study, I explored the perceptions of 25 graduate students who collaborated using 

an online course wiki to complete group projects. Data were coded and categorized based on the 

commonalities and revealed five themes: (1) wiki experiences, (2) meaningful discourse, (3) 

egalitarian, (4) community engagement, and (5) collaborative learning processes. The first three 

themes relate to the perceptions of the participants when submerged in an online learning 

environment. Themes 4 and 5 coincided with community of practice theory and related to the 

students’ shared learning processes. Findings revealed that the course’s wiki encompassed 

collaborative tools that created a community of practice and an interactive learning environment.  

Discussion  

The purpose of this study was to explore how graduate students understand and interpret the 

meaning of wikis as a learning tool and create a community of practice. Findings from this study 

indicate that students’ experiences when participating in online collaborative learning were 

influenced by the virtual environment. The online project facilitated meaningful dialogs and, 

therefore, knowledge construction. Students created a community of practice and collaborated by 

using wiki online tools.  

 

Wiki features, including communication, egalitarianism, and engagement, were the main 

characteristics that participants discussed as beneficial. The communicative properties of wiki 

were seen as valuable for student collaboration. Participant interviews revealed that the software 

was effective for providing a structured online environment that was interactive. Most students 

considered the collaboration tools simple, which enabled them to participate quickly and easily. 

If one member of the community had a problem, they simply asked another member for help. 

Also, students reported that they had learned a new technology by participating in the wiki 

research. The egalitarian nature of the wiki discourse was an important aspect of the interaction 

for these participants. The students described the learning arena as equal, and students felt as if 

they were free to express themselves. Many students felt unafraid to ask their classmates 

questions concerning the online software or concerning their teaching experiences. 

A majority of the participants stated that learning via the course wiki was beneficial for the 

course. Wiki was useful for disseminating information about each group’s topic. Wiki facilitated 

meaningful interactions through postings, chatting exchanges, and discussion board 

contributions. Students reported that they “got to know each other better” and had meaningful 

conversations while communicating online. Students conveyed that they learned about the 

subject matter and were engaged in the learning process through the course wiki. Since findings 

indicated that the participants were active learners, an essential element for online participation, 

use of a wiki, was evidently valuable as an online tool. Effective online collaboration connects 

students to content through active participation. By joining the course wiki and interacting with 

other group members, students were able to generate a community of practice. Artifacts and 

evidence from the cooperative assignments revealed characteristics of and the construction of a 

community of practice. Knowledge was assembled and shared through open collaboration. Also, 
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the participants’ common goal was evident. Communities of practice can indeed be formed 

through wikis. The intertwining relationships between wiki interaction, mutual engagement, and 

subject matter were apparent on the discussion board excerpts, chat session dialogs, and 

collaborative writing samples produced by wiki participants. These findings authenticated the 

students’ active involvement in the learning process through their online collaboration.  

Wikis are free, easy to use, and readily available. Wikis are also enduring or, at least, remain 

until the creator chooses to modify and/or delete the Web site. When used as an online pedagogy, 

the interactive properties are many and, as my research indicated, are useful for providing a 

means of collaboration. Wiki online tools are not only useful but were actually used by the 

participants in my study. This in itself illustrates the uncomplicated nature of the tools available 

using wiki sites. As online learning continues to expand, I believe that cooperative learning 

strategies will become of the standard for engaging students in online education. Communities of 

practice theory will become an important model for establishing collaborative learning 

communities. Collaborative online software, such as wikis, can create meaningful interaction and 

produce quality group projects through student interaction.  
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