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Theorizing Wikipedia

Wikipedia, a web-based user-collaborated online encyclopedia, first made its presence on the Internet in 2001. Since then, 22 million articles in 285 languages have been written on Wikipedia, and its contents have been accessed by over 365 million people worldwide (Wikipedia, 2012). Wikipedia is now one of the most cited sources from the Internet (Miller, 2007; Wikipedia, 2012).
 

The benefits of Wikipedia can be summed up in one phrase: Quick and easy access to free information. O’Leary (2005) supported Wikipedia for its comprehensiveness, readability, accuracy (to some extent), and immediacy. He indicated how Wikipedia’s collaborative capability is what allows it to compete with traditional encyclopedias. Many students at the university level use Wikipedia as a starting point for their research to gather information on topics for further investigation (Cheng, 2010).  
In contrast, Miller (2007) doubted the trustworthiness of information found on Wikipedia due to the fact that some content contributors have been paid to write on articles in favor of their employers. She also brought attention to a case when one of Wikipedia’s top contributors have been found to have falsified his credentials in his area of specialty. Additionally, Wikipedia’s function for anonymous users to create and edit entries also opens the door for vandals to disrupt its content validity (Fisher, 2005). What then, are the educational values of Wikipedia? 

Free? By James Chen (2012)
For one, Wikipedia evokes skills in media literacy (the ability to analyze and evaluate information from any media). In order to help students become better equipped when deciding how to use Wikipedia and other Wiki-based information as sources of reference, educators need to prepare students with sufficient skills in media literacy so that students can determine the validity of the information they find from such sources. One interesting method to help learners gain media literacy skills was illustrated by professor Mills Kelly in his History course Lying About The Past at George Mason University (Young, 2012). Students in this course had to create a hoax online (with a 10-day shelf life) so that those (the public) reading the information would be led to believe in something that was untrue. The purpose of this course was to allow students become cognizant about how information on the Internet could be falsified. Through the process of creating the hoax, the students could gain the skills that allow them to become critical of the information they read.
Wikipedia also requires its contributors to work in a collaborative environment. Educators can weave Wiki-based content into the curriculum so that students can gain the skills necessary for collaborative group work online. Achterman (2006) pointed out 5 features characteristic of Wikis with examples to show how each feature could be integrated into the curriculum (p. 20-21):

	Features
	Examples (Built by students on Wikis)

	Ease of use
	Evaluate the authority of websites and record findings

	Spaces for students to create products individually, in small groups, and as a whole group
	Collect, organize, and analyze data to reach  conclusions and form new understandings

	Ability to create a nonlinear document structure through hyperlinks
	Gather information on a topic by going through a Wiki with various links to the topic 

	A built-in mechanism for reflection and metacognition
	Explore both sides of a controversial issue before deciding which side to support

	A means of tracking individual, small group, and whole group progress through an assignment
	Use the “History” function to chart the progress of collaborative group work


 
Wikipedia thus affords some important educational values. With careful planning, the encyclopedia can be considered an educational tool which allows educators to help students become aware of the responsibility and build the skills required to succeed in a collaborative future. 
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