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If you want to get five opinions from four informa professionals, just mention Wikipedia. Oftemihed
by professors, panned by traditional reference fmd#tishers, and embraced by just about everyse el
Wikipedia marches on like a great beast, growingdaand more commanding every day. With no paid
editors and written by almost anyone, it shoulthave succeeded, but it has. In fact, it's now eeeias the
No. 1 go-to information source in the world. It'sadl not only by the great unwashed but also by many
educated people as weDNLINE reported on the Pew Internet & American Life Pcogefindings that 36%
of the American population regularly consult Wikdiee (July/August 2007, p. 6).

Admit it—you use Wikipedia too. Someone comes to w@nting to know how to find some good stuff on
quantum physics, so you sneak a peak at the rel&Vikipedia article just so you won’t sound stupadyour
patron. Or someone queries, “What year did Georgshiigton die?” and you could look it up in Oxford
Reference, but you don’t. | mean, even Wikipedialdo't get the date of George Washington’s deatk da
wrong, could it?

Maybe the newer, supposedly more reliable Citizemdhttp://en.citizendium.org) will provide a better
alternative, but the standards for Citizendiumcketproduction are not much higher than those fddp&dia.
Moreover, Wikipedia remains the online encyclopeafiahoice for users.

Some Just Don't Like It

There are detractors. | know of any number of mades who will not allow a Wikipedia article to &gp in a
student’s research paper. Wikipedia is labelechaaw, unreliable, sometimes slanderous, and ftano
dead wrong. On a more philosophical note, Wikipesldewed as the child of our postmodern age iiclvh
“truth” is measured by how many people believe sbimg.

The satirist Stephen Colbert introduced the ternikiglity” (truth by consensus) to poke fun at thencept
that if enough people support a Wikipedian stateantdrecomes trueThe Colbert Report, July 30, 2006;
www.comedycentral.com/motherload/index.jhtml?ml_vigeo=72347. This is closely related to another
term Colbert created: “truthinessTHe Colbert Report, Oct. 17, 2005;
www.comedycentral.com/motherload/index.jhtml?ml_vigdo=24039. Researchers at the University of
California at Santa Cruz have created softwareubes the measures of age of an entry and numleglitsf
to gauge reliability of articles (the code was asked on Dec. 14, 2007). But this, of course, ostginines
level of consensugttp://trust.cse.ucsc.edi.

Which begs the question: If Wikipedia is so bad the caution our students not to use it for acadenark,
how can it be so good that much of what you nedahtav is found there?

Wiklpedia’'s Edge

Though traditional encyclopedia producers disdgiWikipedia has an edge in one area—currencywimt
an article on “folksonomy,” | can’t find it iEncyclopaedia Britannica, whereas Wikipedia will instantly tell



me that it is “a user-generated taxonomy usedtegoaize and retrieve web content...using open-ended
labels called tags.” A month after the terrible akstsunami of Dec. 26, 2004, | found a very helpful
Wikipedia article detailing what was known aboutatvhappened, why it happened, and the results 4200
Indian Ocean earthquake”). As far as | could detieerrit was all good stuff.

Wikipedia has another edge—millions of devoted sigéro simply don’t understand what all the fuss is
about. They find reliable material (for the mosttpaget their questions answered (usually), acdggize
how easy it is to use.

We know from history that prohibition is not a vialmeans to control consumption of “bad” thingsisTik
especially the case for Wikipedia if informatiorofgssionals are sneakily using it themselves. thiee1930s
war on alcohol, a ban on Wikipedia would mean farerlosses than gains.

The DumBing Down of the Academic World

Academia has an edge too—its expertise, built ygamns of study at a depth most people can scarcely
imagine. The elites of the academic world have asage for the rest of us: “We are the people whevkn
things. If you want to know things, you have to eoto us.”

But notice how very analog that is, just as muchazdemia remains analog and simply has not bonight
the amazing power of the digital Information Ager Fost academics, peer review and print publioadice
a mainstay. True, academia has made concessialigited reference sources, electronic full texty apen
access. But all of this is simply an electroniaat for an analog world in which most of what isidable as
electronic full text has a counterpart print vensiiven those peer-reviewed, open access, onlilye-on
journals are produced by the same principles & production—submission to an editor, peer reviawg
publication in tidy volumes and issue numbers.

Wikipedia is an affront to academia, because itencuts what makes academics the elite in societyaying
that, | am not condemning academia. Unless thereewmple with required training who can produce
knowledge by required standards, the whole acadenterprise falls apart. Thus, the academic wasldd
justly believe that Wikipedia is an assault upanviery reason for being. Wikipedia doesn’t depemelde
scholars. There’s no peer review, except aftefabeby volunteer watchdogs. No editors, no easfjrid
revision dates (unless you know to click on thestHry” tab). In fact, the article | read this margimay be
very different when | go back to later this aftevno

This amounts, at first glance, to a dumbing dowhrafwledge. If the average university student c#elg go
to Wikipedia instead of consulting a specializethfpreference source, then academia is brokes.dtfinger
in the eye of the whole academic enterprise. B'€ aur students are saying, “We don’t care bri¢gaks the
rules, deceives us, or is dumber than print referdrooks. We like Wikipedia, and it rarely letsdasvn.”

The Wikipedia issue has become a flashpoint farimation literacy. On one side, we have opponehis w

view Wikipedia users as ignorant of the need toraBable sources when doing academic work. Orother,
we have devoted users who have embraced thisddbkacrown jewel of the new digital informationniab

Moving Beyond the Impasse



Wikipedia itself provides disclaimers and advicecomparing information in its site with that foumdother
sources. Thus, blaming Wikipedia for its influemceyoung people is scarcely fair, although we khioat
most people don’t read directions.

Banning Wikipedia from the academic world doesrdrkveither. It doesn’t prevent students from using
secretly (or plagiarizing from it), plus it helpsrther the anti-academic subculture. We need @avsege that
academia is primarily analog and that our studargdargely digital. Academics have, for the mast pyet
to embrace the new reality that much of the infdromeproduced today comes from the users of that
information. These users are blithely establislaimvghole other world out there, where their inforiomt
needs may, in their view, be better met by a Yo&Tbdeo than an article frodournal of
Echocardiography.

But isn’t that just the point? Wikipedia users agpt® be abandoning a world of certainty for aamgible
universe made up of half-blown ideas and blatamorer The problem is, they have not abandoned argith
They have never been part of the analog generatidapedia is their world, and it has met their dee
wonderfully. To tell them to use only the print golopedias for reference information is to makenttesk,
“Why should | when Wikipedia is at my fingertipsPhey don’t know the analog world very well, and wha
they see is a law of diminishing returns—too muftarefor too little benefit.

Academia can insist that Wikipedia be banned aatidtudents spend their time in the analog or gralo
digital realms, but that makes academia an anamori\s soon as these students get out of ourtesic
they'll abandon us as old-fashioned and eccentric.

We could take the other tack and simply accept péi#tia as the new benchmark for the Information Age.
But we know that there are resources far betteippgd to give students what they really need. &, flanost
students are unaware of just how much quality médron is available to them. So leaving them with
Wikipedia alone hardly seems an option.

Embracing the World of Wikipedia

Figuring out what to do with Wikipedia is part ofager question: When is academia going to ackedgé
the elephant in the room? Over the past decadeyeébeéhas become the primary informational enviramme
for the average student. This is where our studer@sWrenching them out of it in the name of aeeic
quality is simply not going to work.

But the genius of the web is that it is a meansanaend. The same medium that brings us Wikipaidia
brings us e-reference and ejournals. Thus we hawapportunity to introduce Wikipedia devotees teéh
undiscovered realities:

1. Truth to tell, much of Wikipedia is simply amagiin its detail, currency, and accuracy. Denyimg is
tantamount to taking ourselves out of the new digeality. But we need to help our students sae th
Wikipedia is also an environment for shallow thimdi debates over interpretation, and the settliregores.
Wikipedia itself advises that its users consuleotources to verify the information they are firglilf a key
element in information literacy is the ability teaduate information, what better place to starhttéth
Wikipedia? We can help students to distinguishttite from the brilliant and encourage them to ¢hieir
Wikipedia information against other sources.



2. We need to introduce students to digital ressagithat are, in many cases, stronger than Wikip&diae
of these are freely available online, like the ammg&tanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(http://plato.stanford.edu). Others may be commercial e-reference sourcésneitbarrier except a user
name and password.

3. The most daring solution would be for academiartter the world of Wikipedia directly. Ratheritha
throwing rocks at it, the academy has a unique dppity to engage Wikipedia in a way that marries t
digital generation with the academic enterprisewkout these options:

* A professor writes or rewrites Wikipedia artiglésarning the system and improving the product.

* A professor takes his or her class through aWegpedia article on a topic related to the coursanting
out its strengths and weaknesses, editing it @ better reflection of reality.

* A professor or information literacy instructosags groups of students to evaluate and edit \Wdkg
articles, using research from other sources avanative tool.

* A course takes on specific Wikipedia topics astage articles. The first group of students crede
articles and successive groups update and expatigeon In this way, collections of key “professor
approved” articles can be produced in many sulgyexs, making Wikipedia better and better as tiogs g
on.

If you want to see further options, Wikipedia itgmiovides examples
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:School and university projects).

What to Do with Wikipedia

When academia finally recognizes that Wikipedibase to stay and that we can either fight it orriowg it,
we may finally discover that professors and stusléaive come to a meeting of minds. This doesn’innieat
Wikipedia articles will now be fully acceptablern@search paper bibliographies. But surely theeensddle
ground that connects instruction on evaluation \withcious use of Wikipedia information.

Ultimately, the academy has to stop fighting Wikligeand work to make it better. Academic admintstis
need to find ways to recognize Wikipedia writingoast of legitimate scholarship for tenure, prorontiand
research points. When professors are writing theles or guiding their students in article prodoctand
revision, we may become much less paranoid abawitdly popular resource. Rather than castigating
we can use it as a tool to improve informatiorréity.



