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The people’s web

� Web 2.0
� Have your say, blogs, Facebook, 

YouTube, MySpace, RSS, del.icio.us, 
Skype, eBay, Moodle, iSkoodle, iTunes, 
Google Maps, Yahoo! Local .....

... and Wiki s, the new way(ve)
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before Wikipedia
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before Wikipedia

� Nupedia : before being abandoned 
after 3 years, 24 articles reached 
completion;  another 74 were in the 
pipeline.

Wikipedia: Nupedia.
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before Wikipedia
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why is it so popular?

� it’s fun!
� it’s fast, very up-to-date
� it has a wide coverage, a popular 

coverage
� anybody can contribute
� it’s in lots of languages
� because so many are against it
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who writes? who edits?
who’s in charge?
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Imagine...

“We want you to imagine a world in 
which every single human being can 
freely share in the sum of all 
knowledge.”

Wikipedia: 10 things you probably didn’t know about Wikipedia.
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also in Wikipedia
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Udell’s screencast

Jon Udell:
Heavy metal umlaut: the movie.

<weblog.infoworld.com/udell/gems/umlaut.html>

(by kind permission.)
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democratization of 
knowledge
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natural selection

� “... they believe that their process of 
continuous editing means that articles 
can only improve. Bad content will be 
edited out, and good articles will rise 
to the top, like cream.”

Mary Ellen Quinn.  “Wikipedia.”
Reference on the Web.  Booklist, September 15, 2002.
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natural selection

� “... according to an M.I.T. study, an 
obscenity randomly inserted on 
Wikipedia is removed in 1.7 minutes 
on average. Vandals might as well be 
spray-painting walls with disappearing 
ink.”

Chris Taylor. “It’s a Wiki, Wiki World.”

Time, June 6, 2005.
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democratization of 
knowledge

“Wikipedia’s open approach 
tremendously increases the 
chances that any particular factual 
error or misleading statement will 
be relatively promptly corrected ... ”

Wikipedia: About Wikipedia.
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democratization of 
knowledge

“ ... That said, articles and subjects 
sometimes suffer from significant 
omissions, and while misinformation 
and vandalism are usually corrected 
quickly, this does not always 
happen.”

Wikipedia: About Wikipedia.
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democratization of 
knowledge

The expert has as much say as 
anybody else, leading to “... a sort 
of democratized reference 
resource by, of, and for the 
people.”

Danny P. Wallace and Connie van Fleet.
“The democratization of information? Wikipedia as a reference resource.”

Reference & User Services Quarterly, Winter 2005.
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democratization of 
knowledge

lack of editorial control 
+ notoriety

+ vandalism
+ consensus

+ lack of authority
===============

Total unreliability

?

“Are you really going to spend 
$100 or more for a textbook 
when you can get the same 

information for free?”
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“It is more important to be 
understood than to be precisely 

accurate on every detail.”

“Are you really going to spend 
$100 or more for a textbook 
when you can get the same 

information for free?”
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“It is more important to be 
understood than to be precisely 

accurate on every detail.”

“Are you really going to spend 
$100 or more for a textbook 
when you can get the same 

information for free?”

“Being understood is just as 
important as being accurate”

(as from November 2006).
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Thinks...
how is knowledge created?

� take the Oxford English Dictionary...

� knowledge is “dynamic, evolving over 
time based on the contributions of 
many individuals.”

“7 things you should know about Wikipedia.”
Educause Learning Initiative.
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accuracy & reliability

� you don’t know who’s writing / editing 
the articles

� they could have been vandalized
� consensus view sought – and all  

points-of-view are equal.
� bias towards trivia, recent events, 

pop-culture.
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quality & credibility

� duplication (especially of ephemera 
and trivia) 

� poor search capabilities
� The Nature controversy : Wikipedia v 

Britannica

quality & credibility

poor search capablities

� poor search capabilities

� duplication (especially of ephemera 
and trivia) 

quality & credibility

poor search capablities

influenza site:en.wikipedia.org
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accuracy & reliability

disclaimers
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accuracy & reliability

disclaimers

“As with any source, especially one of 
unknown authorship, you should be wary 
and independently verify the accuracy of 
Wikipedia information if possible.”
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accuracy & reliability

disclaimers

IMPORTANT NOTE: Most educators and 
professionals do not consider it appropriate to use 
tertiary sources such as encyclopedias as a sole 
source for any information — citing an 
encyclopedia as an important reference in 
footnotes or bibliographies may result in censure or 
a failing grade. Wikipedia articles should be used 
for background information, as a reference for 
correct terminology and search terms, and as a 
starting point for further research.

Wikipedia: Cite
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so, can you trust Wikipedia? 

� aware of shortcomings
� attempts to upgrade reliability 

� Featured articles
� Notes on the pages
� Re-assessment of editorial control
� Change of direction?

� the older the article and the more edits 
performed, the more likely it is to be 
reliable.
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Re-assessment of editorial control

� Identify trusted editors – c.2000?
� Must make > 30 reliable edits in 30 days
� Software to identify whose edits are least 

challenged

� Ask them to approve all other edits
� Very likely to slow things down – taking away 

one of the appeals of the wiki format
� May make contributors in hot subjects appear 

less reliable
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so, can you trust Wikipedia?

� You can (and should) ask:
� how does the writer know this? 

� what (where) is the evidence??

� how much of an expert is the author, 
what authority is there???

� is the page well edited? how much 
discussion has there been?

� are there comment boxes? 
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Check the comments,
check the discussion

citation needed
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Check the comments,
check the discussion

This article or section needs 
sources or references ... Please 

include more appropriate citations
from reliable sources .
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Check the comments,
check the discussion
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look to the tabs

� the article
� discussion
� edit
� history
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Change your MIND ���

� Think of Wikipedia as a superior 
version of Google!

1. Leads you to the information

2. Well referenced (in parts)

� Follow the money citations!
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Use other eyes!

� Wikiscanner
� Wikirage
� Wikidashboard
� Wikicharts
� Wikipedia Watch
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so, can you trust Wikipedia?
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so, can you trust Wikipedia? 

� The more important the information is, the 
more important that you verify, double-
check, look at the discussions, get expert 
opinion, go to the source.

And that goes for any and And that goes for any and 
every information source!every information source!
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