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Wikipedia: the educator’s friend (!) 
 
Abstract 
 
Wikipedia can be an excellent springboard for learning some profound lessons.  We’ll 
look at practical ways to use it with students (grade 7 and up) to: a) develop solid 
research skills, b) think critically about the nature of authority and evidence, and c) 
produce persuasive written and oral arguments. 
 
Intro 
 
Let me first give a brief introduction to what Wikipedia is and how it is being used.  
When people first hear that Wikipedia is the online encyclopedia that anybody can edit, 
their first reaction is often one of skepticism.  For instance, it is this fascinating fact 
which prompted comedian Steven Colbert to coin the term “wikiality” – meaning reality-
according-to-Wikipedia1 – and to urge his fans in July 2006 to change the Wikipedia 
entry on elephants to say that “the number of elephants has tripled in the last six months” 
(so if you had been looking at the page that day, you may have believed it).2  On the other 
hand, witness this following demonstration of Wikipedia in action.3  This You Tube clip 
is a time-lapse account of the creation and evolution of an entry that was created 
following the London Tube bombings in 2005.4  Amazingly, a well-referenced and 
coherent narrative was produced in mere hours.  This collective power – this “massively 
distributed collaboration”5 – also happens because Wikipedia is the Encyclopedia that 
any person is free to edit.   
 
So, in spite of what many perceive to be weaknesses – actually because of them6 – 
Wikipedia has brought many benefits:  
 

• Free, useful content (as well as new and more obscure stuff)7 
• Many more articles than Encyclopedia Britannica8 
• Up-to-date, many articles are constantly revised for clarity 
• Easily accessible (250+ languages), organized, hyperlinked 
• Strong sense of ethics and rules about making contributions9 
• Keeps a history of all edits and discussions 



• Free articles from persons who enjoy the topics they write about and want to 
effectively share their knowledge with others 

• It can help us focus on creating credibility through references (reliable sources)10 
• Perfect for getting people to think critically about truth, authority, bias11 

 
Let me also point out that since March 2007, Wikipedia is no longer growing 
exponentially, and people have different theories about why that is so – I’ve footnoted 
quotes from articles on that for persons who want to explore this more.12 
 
I.  A Wikipedia world 
 
“It works in practice but not in theory.”—popular saying among Wikipedians 13 
 
So just what is Wikipedia?  As of today (Dec. 9, 2009) here’s a quick rundown: 
 

• The free [online] encyclopedia anyone can edit14 
• Most frequently used encyclopedia in the world15 
• Effort to “codify all human knowledge”16 
• Launched in 200117 by Jimbo Wales and Larry Sanger 
• Succeeded Nupedia (Mar 2000-Sept 2003), a volunteer-written Web-based free 

encyclopedia written by experts18 
• Named after wiki, the Hawaiian word for “quick.”19 
• 75,000 contributors, 10 million articles, 250 languages.20 
• Participants include die-hards and “Good Samaritans”21 
• Made up of “primarily male techno-geeks”22 
• All changes are saved, and you can track who has made the changes…(IP 

addresses)23 
• Built-in features that allow vandalism to be quickly corrected.24 
•  “Not a top-down model but a very Quaker-esque consensus model.”25 
• “Wikipedians typically resort to binding votes after the failure of other options”26 
• It is one part of the non-profit Wikimedia Foundation.27  
• Wikipedia employs two dozen employees with a $6 million budget.28  

There are a lot of popular sites on the web, but Wikipedia’s rise to the top (#6 as I write 
this29) has been nothing but momentous.  And they’ve had some help from another real 
powerhouse.  Technology watcher Nicolas Carr mentions that Jorge Cauz, the president 
of Encyclopedia Britannica30 has called the tie between Wikipedia and Google "the most 
symbiotic relationship happening out there".  Carr agrees.  What follows is an experiment 
that he did over the past 3 years. 

On August 10, 2006, Carr searched for the following terms on Google, and the Wikipedia 
page was in the top 10 for each of the terms: 

World War II: #1 
Israel: #1 



George Washington: #4 
Genome: #9 
Agriculture: #6 
Herman Melville: #3 
Internet: #5 
Magna Carta: #2 
Evolution: #3 
Epilepsy: #6 

He did it again on December 14, 2007: 

World War II: #1 
Israel: #1 
George Washington: #2 
Genome: #1 
Agriculture: #1 
Herman Melville: #1 
Internet: #1 
Magna Carta: #1 
Evolution: #1 
Epilepsy: #3 

And in January of this year: 

World War II: #1 
Israel: #1 
George Washington: #1 
Genome: #1 
Agriculture: #1 
Herman Melville: #1 
Internet: #1 
Magna Carta: #1 
Evolution: #1 
Epilepsy: #1 

As Carr said, “Yes, it's a clean sweep for Wikipedia.”31  As Annika Mengisen, author of 
the Freakonomics blog for the N.Y. Times, put it: “Wikipedia’s popularity continues to 
make standard encyclopedias look as hip as buggy whips.”32  And its influence only 
continue to grow33, with Google’s help.  A new algorithm now even “determines when 
Wikipedia topic pages are relevant to Google News”.34    

II. Starting with Wikipedia?   
 
“Wikipedia is like a digital circus where the clowns are in charge of feeding the lions.”—
Tara Brabazon35 
 



I called this presentation “Wikipedia: the Educator’s Friend (!)”.  But, I’m a librarian36 37, 
so can I really be serious about this?   
 

 
 
http://www.indymedia.ie/article/85839?comment_order=asc  
 
(One librarian in Washington state made a poster telling persons to “just say no” to 
Wikipedia – I’m not sure if the picture shown here is her design or not…) 
 
Indeed, I have to concede Colbert’s point: there are some really legitimate gripes about 
Wikipedia38 (as well as about how people use Wikipedia39).  I’ll mention just a couple 
(you can read the rest in the footnotes):  Jaron Lanier was not a film director but could 
not change the article about him that said he was (he kept getting overruled).  Why?  
Because he did not have a verifiable source to point to!  It was only after he complained 
about his situation in his article published on Edge.com, “Digital Maoism”, that he could 
change that false information.40  Another very big gripe, of course is that, Wikipedians do 
not defer to expert authorities.  They, as they say, are “anti-credentialist”, “[playing] the 
ball and not the man – meaning that users evaluate “the merits of each edit and not the 
particular personality behind it”41.  So 14-year olds and tenured professors are treated as 
equals.  This of course is going to rankle many who are already concerned about the 
decreasing respect for educational and other expert authorities.42  
 
At the same time, Wikipedia, among many other “Web 2.0 tools”, is among the chief 
sources students are using.43  And the horse does seem to have left the stable.  For 
instance, according to a recent Pew poll, not only do 61% of American adults seek health 
information online44, but 50% of doctors have used Wikipedia for health information.45  
Wikipedia, along with Facebook, even recently briefed the Vatican.46  Wikipedia is the 
most cited website for social media users and bloggers, in front of YouTube and Flickr. 47 
And participation in these social information networks is becoming more the norm all the 
time48 (“We are the mainstream media”, Jimbo Wales recently said of Wikipedia49).    
Arguably, speaking in general, students now view these social online sources the way 
many teachers once viewed print.  The locus of authoritative print sources has shifted 
online. 
 
In the past, teachers had more confidence about what kind of knowledge to pass on (or 
said disparagingly, the “gatekeepers” had more of a “top-down mentality”) – and students 



probably more readily received it (to some degree50).  Now however, the question: “What 
is worthy of learning, and when and how shall we learn it?” is being increasingly asked 
by educators everywhere.  And even those of us who think it is naïve to think that 
teachers are simply guides51 (or even just “fellow learners”!) increasingly feel as if 
teachers need to de-emphasize the fact that they are providers of knowledge (I’d argue 
they can not avoid being this).52  Will the “cult of the amateur”, as new media critic 
Andrew Keen calls it, be the downfall of us all?     
 
I think that fears that the internet is turning us all into thoughtless lemmings that are 
running off a cliff are a bit exaggerated.53  Civilization and authority will survive.  In the 
meantime, we should listen carefully when even Wikipedia’s critics say that “[it] is a 
very important fixture in modern intellectual life” and point out that it has succeeded in 
part because of the emphasis it puts on citing reliable sources.54  As the librarian Ellie 
Collier points out, “Condemning the Internet as a wasteland or a dangerous minefield 
when this is not the students’ personal experience only hurts our credibility.”55  
 
I submit that Andrew Lih, Wikipedian, and author of the recent book The Wikipedia 
Revolution, can help us get our bearings: “To the prospective journalist: there is no better 
place to start researching a story than Wikipedia, and probably no worse place to stop and 
use as a final word. In short, don’t do it. Wikipedia has helped you get your research 
started faster; don’t ruin your experience by using it incorrectly.”56 
 

 
 
http://www.amazon.com/Wikipedia-Revolution-Nobodies-Greatest-
Encyclopedia/dp/B002KAOS60/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1258394321&sr=1-1 

I think this advice not only goes for journalists but should hold true for educators and 
students as well.  In this presentation this morning, I’m trying to find a bit of a middle 
way.   

III. Demystifying, not banning, Wikipedia 
 



“Stephen Colbert…John Stewart…Borat…Somehow in a world of truthiness, where we 
select the truths we like, it has become too easy to dismiss ‘straight’ commentary and 
criticism.  If it’s not fake, we don’t believe it.”—Dick Meyer57 
 
Unless, of course, that commentary and criticism is found in Wikipedia, which, to say the 
least, has gained a surprising a bit of attention and respect.   Perhaps this has something 
to do with new media watcher David Weinberger’s quip that “transparency is the new 
objectivity”.58   

So how is Wikipedia written anyway?  We know that the history of each edit is saved, but 
according to what rules do persons create and edit those articles?  And how might we 
determine if using Wikipedia for research might be helpful?  If we look at some of the 
basics about what makes Wikipedia tick, perhaps we might start to get a better idea how 
it could be a useful.     

First, a little background on Wikipedia’s three core policies59 (these trump “guidelines”), 
which are the most significant part of its “Five Pillars”60.  The three core policies are: 1) 
neutral point of view, 2) verifiability, and 3) no original research.  To say that “articles 
must be written from a neutral point of view” means that all “significant” views must be 
represented fairly, proportionately, and without bias.61  “Verifiability” means that 
“material likely to be challenged, and all quotations, must be attributed to a reliable, 
published source” (like peer-reviewed journals and books published in university presses, 
university-level textbooks, magazines, journals, books by respected publishers, 
mainstream newspapers and electronic media).62  “No original research” just means that 
any original acts, assertions, arguments, theories, ideas, opinions, speculations, analysis 
and synthesis need to be published in reliable sources first (it doesn’t matter how 
respected you are in your field)63 
 
Using these three core policies (and others, though less so), Wikipedia strives to give the 
reader a sense of the shape of – or a fair characterization of – disputes about topics.64  In 
other words, it helps us locate the views among experts that are seriously influential and 
compete in the marketplace of ideas.  Wikipedia believes that by “describ[ing] disputes, 
[and] not “engage[ing] in them”65, they can help create a “growing consensus over a 
neutral representation of information”,66 even as they freely admit that consensus over 
what constitutes this67 is not always possible.68  In short, they do not want to “leave the 
reader confused as to what the academic consensus on a subject might be.”69  And of 
course, in any discipline or area where there is claim to consensus about something, 
reliable sources themselves, and not Wikipedia editors, must be the ones speaking.70  
 
I think given the vision that is Wikipedia, this is actually pretty sensible (realistic), and it 
is more sophisticated than you might think.71  Wikipedia freely admits that no one is 
really without bias, but editors are to strive to understand and represent other’s views 
fairly (“who believes what, and why, and which points of view are most common”) 72  
Re: verifiability, they bluntly admit that “the threshold for inclusion in Wikipedia is 
verifiability, not truth.”73  Elsewhere, they talk about how viewpoints held by limited 
minorities do not belong in Wikipedia even if they are true and whether or not you can 



prove it (except maybe in an “ancillary article”)74.  Re: original research, there is no 
ground-breaking stuff.  They say, “If you are able to prove something that few or none 
currently believe, Wikipedia is not the place to première such a proof.”75. 
 
Now, one can argue that in practice, “truth on Wikipedia is received truth”: i.e., 
“something is true if it was published in a newspaper article, a magazine or journal, or a 
book published by a university press”.76  But we need to help people be more nuanced 
than that.  I hope you might be getting an idea about how Wikipedia might be a useful 
springboard, for getting into things like research, considering the nature of authority and 
evidence, and helping us produce persuasive written and oral arguments.  First let’s take a  
look at research.      
 
IV. Beyond the “Information Triumvirate” (and “Algorithmic Authority”77) 
 
[My students] imagined successful research to be what inspired the least negative 
reaction on my part, opting out of the deeper learning involved—Houman Harouni78  
 
Now, when it comes to searching, I *know* that if your students are like those I read 
about in the surveys, they already are expert searchers – so they consider themselves.79  
When it comes to finding what they need, they feel they are doing pretty well finding 
useful sources: probably also pretty well regarding matters of critical thinking, detecting 
reliability, bias, understanding what footnotes are all about80, etc, etc.  I know, everybody 
picks on the kids: Johnny can’t read, write, add, concentrate, think, tell write from wrong, 
etc. (all book titles) – why insist to him that he can’t search either?81  So for now, so as 
not to be disagreeable, let’s pretend that they really are good searchers and go on to say: 
they can be even better.  They can even go beyond what Nicholas Carr calls the 
phenomenon of “Information Triumvirate”, the fact that:   
 

• The medium of the internet (which stores and supplies information)… 
• The search engine of Google (which dominates the navigation of the internet)… 
• And the information source of Wikipedia (which dominates the results served up 

by Google)  
 

…together increasingly dominate how we find things.  In other words, many of us are 
increasingly  dependent on this “Triumvirate”.82  If students consider themselves 
competent searchers, they may not like to admit that they actually need help, but I 
venture many (not all, certainly) also would not want to have an unhealthy dependency 
on these things…   
 
It is possible that many of us are pretty confident of our search skills as well.  I think 
there is a good reason for this: things like Google have made finding most of what we 
need for our daily lives incredibly easy. The “good enough” searching we often do – the 
basic hunting, gathering, and consuming – is taken care of with combinations of smart 
keyword searching, popularity ranking, and a good dose of common sense.   
 

Still, consider this quote:  
 



“Where lives or fortunes depend on it, complete accuracy still matters as much as ever. 
But for most everything else, the tradeoff point is moving toward faster, not deeper.”83 
 
 “If what I want is a detailed episode-by-episode explication of the mysteries of the tv 
series Lost”84 – just in order to satisfy my curiosity – Google, Wikipedia, etc serves my 
purposes.  There are times, however, when “good enough searching”, or “satisficing”, is 
not enough.  The “poor man’s research team”85 called Google may look good for this or 
that minor purpose, but when the important problems come, we want to get as much  
relevant information from known experts as possible, so we can analyze it and make 
informed decisions, and so we can speak in a convincing fashion to others.86  If we want 
to know how to go beyond the information triumvirate to do a “tough investigation 
search” or “serious exploration” - we need additional knowledge and research skills.87  
And like all things worth teaching explicitly, this isn’t going to happen by osmosis.   

 
But, let’s get there slowly, starting with Google, working up to things like Delicious, and 
finally ending with what libraries offer, including free access to high-quality, pay-to-play 
databases.  In Wikipedia, we can find useful resources by using the cited links at the 
bottom of Wikipedia pages as a “jumping off” point for more effective web searching and 
research.  
 
A. Advanced Googling (Algorithm-driven tools) 
 
In J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy, hobbits did not like to use tools if they did 
not understand how they worked.  We, on the other hand, have become increasingly 
intellectually removed from the processes that benefit us, and seem to be in love with 
“black boxes”.  It is clear to us that algorithm-driven tools like Google can be of great 
help – perhaps especially when they draw on past “non-algorithm-driven” collections of 
resources (like Google Books).   
 
To proceed, let’s take a quick look at the Wikipedia article on Microfinance.  This is an 
interesting topic, because if you do a Google search for this topic, many of the top hits 
are actually arms of the microfinance industry.88 (also note that the Wikipedia article is 
the first hit in such a search). 
 
Now, let’s say that you scroll down to the External Links, click there, and find this 
humanitarian organization called “The 100 Friends Project” that really interests you.  
From here, you can use Google’s “Advanced Search” screen, where you can “find pages 
similar to the page” and “find pages that link to the page”, and get all kinds of other sites 
that have a similar focus.  I’m not sure if the “find pages similar” page uses algorithms or 
not, but I’ve consistently found the hits here to be quite relevant.  Of course, using the 
Advanced Search screen you can also limit your searches to specific sites, domains 
(academic institutions for example), or geographic regions. 
 
Now, let’s say that as you look at the article, you become aware of one of the founders of 
the European credit union movement in the nineteenth century, Friedrich Wilhelm 
Raiffeisen.  And let’s say after reading his Wikipedia article, you decide you really need 



to read up on him, and you’d even like to see what people said about him before the 
modern microfinance movement began.  Another free web tool you can use here is 
Google Book search, as Google is scanning the library collections of respected 
universities and making available full-text books for titles before 1923 (sometimes with 
partial access to more recent books).  For example, after entering “Friedrich Raiffeisen” 
(without quotes) and searching for books published up until the year 1970 in the 
Advanced search options, you will find a lot of full-text and limited access books that you 
can explore.  Think about the ways that this tool might be useful: checking to see if a 
specific book covers something you’re interested in, finding which books cite that journal 
article you are interested in, or how a famous quote has been used.  Even if you only get 
snippets of text, this is definitely a valuable tool.   
 
B. Using Delicious (personally curated tools) 
 
Another great way to gather information is to use personally curated tools like Delicious.  
You don’t have to be a Delicious user to take advantage of the personal collections of 
links thousands of users have created.  For example, if you search for “The 100 Friends 
Project” here (or put in the url), you will pull up all the persons who saved this link, 
tagged it, and added it to their personal collection – provided they haven’t kept their 
collection private.  Here we see that 14 people (4 +10) saved the homepage link and by 
clicking on the numbers, you can see how each of them tagged, or labeled the site, and 
explore what else they labeled in a similar way.  And do a search for “Friedrich Wilhelm 
Raiffeisen” and check out user acer1701’s collection of Raiffeisen links! (there are over 
300!).  Chances are, you might find lots of people with common interests on this site, and 
this can make for some great serendipitous experiences.  Again, there are lots of 
possibilities here (Also take a look at http://gnolia.com/ and  http://www.diigo.com/). 
 
Of course, there are also professionally curated tools that are not social-media based like 
www.lii.org, www.ipl.org, www.about.com, www.dmoz.org, www.oaister.org, 
http://infomine.ucr.edu, www.intute.ac.uk, http://dir.yahoo.com, and 
http://thomas.loc.gov.  Let’s take a look at a couple of the best.   
 
C.  Electronic Library for Minnesota / MNLink (professionally curated tools 
[library catalogs, databases])89 
 
I admit: even as a librarian, I sometimes I fall into the trap of thinking that if a search 
engine can’t find something, it’s not worth finding…  This is not true.  In addition, if you 
find an article you’d really like to look at behind a pay wall – whether it is a newspaper, 
magazine or journal piece – it’s worth trying to find it elsewhere. 
 
Wikipedia says on its verifiability page that “verifiability” “does not… mean that any one 
can [check the cited sources] instantaneously, without any cost or effort”, and it goes on 
to mention the pay-to-play and print sources often freely available from libraries….90 
Actually, the vast majority of information on the web is actually invisible – there is a lot 
of stuff out there that is excluded by general purpose search engines, whose “spiders” 
only create an abridged and incomplete version of the web for us to search.  This 
“invisible web” is sometimes called “the deep web” (see picture).  



 

 
 
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=jep;view=text;rgn=main;idno=3336451.0007.104 
 
Let’s take a look at footnote number 32 in our Wikipedia “Microfinance” entry.  Now, if 
we would like to look at a journal article that is not linked in Wikipedia for instance, we 
could check Google scholar, but what if the item is behind a pay wall?  In this case, we 
can, for example, take a look at the Electronic Library for Minnesota, in which MN. 
residents can access the content of thousands of current and past magazines, newspapers 
and journals that are not freely available on the web.   
 
Let’s check to see if any of the Electronic Library for MN. databases have access to the 
journal mentioned in footnote 32.  First, we will go to the website elm4you.org and click 
on the “publication title list” link.  Then, we will copy the title of the journal, “American 
Journal of Public Health”, and paste it in the search box.  Clicking “search” shows us that 
several of the ELM databases have access to this journal during the date the article was 
published.  Clicking on one of them, I will then proceed to go to the database’s 
homepage, click on advanced search, and drop the article’s title in the search box.  From 
there I can pull up the article, and of course I can email it, save it, cite it, etc. 
I also can check out the controlled vocabulary headings, and if I click on “Microfinance” 
this theoretically means that, I should be able to pull up every article in this database that 
is about Microfinance.  There’s so much more you can do here, but we need to move on.   
   
Speaking of libraries, there is also a good chance that you can freely access most of the 
books that you find cited in Wikipedia articles as well – in the good old-fashioned way – 
by getting the physical copies from libraries.  Let’s say that, based on an Amazon review 
I saw earlier, I decide that the book, “The Economics of Microfinance” in the 
Bibliography looks like its worth checking out.  If my local library system does not have 
the book, all I have to do is go to MNLinkgateway.org and do a search for it there, and 
chances are, one of the public or academic libraries in MNLink will have the book – and 
they do in this case.  Of course, thanks to controlled vocabulary headings, if I click on 
“Microfinance” here, this again, theoretically means that, I should be able to pull up 



every book in every participating MNLink library that is about Microfinance.  In any 
case, to get the book, just press the “Get it” icon and quickly fill out the form (you’ll need 
a library card) in order to have it delivered to the closest library in your area.  I should 
also point out that if the ELM databases don’t have an article you’re looking for (and you 
can find most recent newspaper articles in ProQuest newspapers by the way), you can 
also find out which libraries have a paper subscription to the periodical that contains it 
using MNLink (but I think you’d have to go there physically to get the article). 
 
In short, here I’d like to point out some of the reasons why I think that the curated 
collections that libraries have – physically and electronically – might have an advantage 
over things you find on the web:  
 

• Some of the top expert knowledge, past & present  
 (writers get paid because they have the “know that” & “know how”) 

• Variety of informed perspectives 
            ([mostly] accurate facts, different *frames*) 

• Enjoyable to read  
 (well writen, rhetorical skills) 

• Eye to the “common good”  
 (Respectful persuasion up, Name-calling down) 

• Beyond algorithms, popularity 
 (More powerful searching tools, controlled vocabularies, etc.)91 
 
Eventually, you and your students may even prefer to start here, not with Wikipedia.  
Probably not though.   
 
D.  Beyond the internet 
 
Lastly, I should mention that some real “leather-foot” researchers point out how 
important it is to go beyond the internet entirely.  In her book “Beyond the Internet”, 
Barbara A. Chernow, notes that most documents and resources in the collections of 
libraries and archives have not been digitalized and made available on the internet.  She 
says that the “internet is the fast-food restaurant of research” and that “true research is not 
quick, and does not come with the click of a key or mouse.”  Finally, she warns that 
“acquiring facts is becoming a replacement for learning and analysis.  Instead of one 
source, the Internet is becoming the only source.”  With that warning, let’s talk more 
about learning and analysis.92 
 
V. What’s really real 
 
I don’t think what is important is that the student use the best sources.  What is important 
is that the student learn how to determine the best source.—Jeff Maehre (emphasis his) 
 
I really like the sentiment behind that quotation.  I think what it really lays out is that 
learning is forever a process – for all of us.  No matter how much knowledge we have – 
whether we are mere babes or Renaissance men/women – we can always learn more.   



 
This is one of the reasons why I think getting deep into the materials offered by things 
like ELM and library catalogs is so critical.  There we can not only find things that 
connect with our current interests, but also hitherto unnoticed but related things that can 
captivate and fascinate us – and, as they draw us in, can assist us in becoming truly wise.  
In other words, we begin to increasingly realize that there is: 
 

• Stuff we don’t know. 
• Stuff we know we don’t know. 
• Stuff we don’t know we know. 
• Stuff we know but don’t know how to express. 
• Stuff we don’t know we don’t know…93 
  

In short, these resources, with their great concentration of sources deemed to be reliable, 
can enhance our searching and learning, as they help us get deeper into the kind of expert 
knowledge that Wikipedia requires persons to cite.  Now I’m certainly not saying that 
using things like libraries or ELM are the primary way that we can become persons of 
knowledge and wisdom, but I do think that being able to recognize that experienced 
persons we know have in turn recognized and given creedance to the expertise of others 
is crucial in life.94 
 
Still – without help from libraries or databases that help sift a lot of the chaff for us, how 
can we determine whether what any particular source says is trustworthy?  In other 
words, that is it credible, reputable, authoritative…. reliable?  Now there are all kinds of 
ways that we can tell people to think critically about the information they find.  Good 
“rules of thumb” are: 
 

• Considered the source? (author/organization credentials, qualifications) 
• Investigated bias? (ideologies, conflicts of interest) 
• Peer reviewed? (i.e. fact-checking, analyzing arguments, etc) 
• Triangulated the source? (find 2 other sources that support it)95 

 
Of course, being able to do this is again, a learning process.  And, of course, part of the 
process involves realizing that these things are indeed rules of thumb96 (i.e. “generally 
speaking…”)97, and not iron-clad rules.  In each case, varieties of contexts and purposes98 
are important to consider, the fact that someone or something is reputable is not an 
infallible indicator, and exceptions abound.99 100 101 102  Finally, note that you could run a 
source through this checklist with someone – and it won’t necessarily help.  That is 
because there is also an intractable personal element here… trust. 103 (since none of us 
can actually overturn every stone to obtain all knowledge for ourselves, trusting others’ 
views about this or that is necessary104).  This complicates matters even further, as the 
social media theorist Clay Shirkey illustrates in a highly compelling fashion:  
 

“Khotyn is a small town in Moldova. That is a piece of information about 
Eastern European geography, and one that could be right or could be wrong. 
You’ve probably never heard of Khotyn, so you have to decide if you’re 



going to take my word for it. (The “it” you’d be taking my word for is your 
belief that Khotyn is a town in Moldova.)… “Do you trust me? You don’t 
have much to go on, and you’d probably fall back on social judgment — do 
other people vouch for my knowledge of European geography and my 
likelihood to tell the truth? Some of these social judgments might be informal 
— do other people seem to trust me? — while others might be formal — do I 
have certification from an institution that will vouch for my knowledge of 
Eastern Europe? These groups would in turn have to seem trustworthy for 
you to accept their judgment of me. (It’s turtles all the way 
down.)…[eventually, he goes on to say how this information he’s told us is 
wrong, but that Encyclopedia Britannica had gotten it wrong as well…] 105 

 
This is extremely interesting to think about: what sources do we find convincing, and 
what are the various reasons for this – and what sources do others find convincing, etc.?   
 
In relation to this, the superintendent of the district I’m a part of has said something that I 
think applies to this question.  Susan Hintz believes trust is produced when others 
perceive that you a) care, b) are sincere (you say what you mean and mean what you say), 
and c) are competent (you know what you are talking about [i.e. have the relevant 
experiential knowledge] and have the necessary skills to deliver).  Reliability, she says, is 
simply these three things over time.  Now, we want people to trust and rely on our school 
districts.  How does this all relate?  Well, expert authorities, like school districts, want 
persons to rely on them and to trust them106 – and we do to…generally. 
 
This gets very tricky when we realize that while in general it is good to trust authorities 
when they speak to us about what is “established knowledge”, this is not totally the case.  
After all, we also want persons to ask challenging questions, exercise creativity, look 
hard at evidence, and use critical thinking…  Of course, sometimes this brushes up 
against what is considered established knowledge.   
 
The famous scientist Albert Einstein, operating within his academic, peer-reviewed 
worlds, radically re-framed the established scientific knowledge of his day, and 
influenced the world in ways so immense that they are hard to grasp.  Einstein’s views – 
his reframing of generally known facts – was widely accepted rather rapidly within his 
field.  On the other hand, when the journalist George Orwell, operating in the mainstream 
of his discipline, released his book 1984, it was panned by several of the most prominent 
thinkers of the day.  Several years later, however, he was shown to be largely accurate 
about what he said, and he – and those who stood with him – were vindicated.  107     
 
Maybe you have some of these Einsteins and Orwells in your classes.  Don’t kill their 
unorthodox minds. 
  
When your philosophically-minded student says: “Who determines the panoply of 
‘significant’ and ‘relevant’ views?  What makes sources ‘reliable’ and ‘reputable’?108 
…be patient with them.  They have a point.  When Wikipedia co-founder Jimbo Wales 
says that viewpoints held by significant minorities, i.e. those who have “prominent 



adherents”, may be included in Wikipedia entries that cover the “shape of [a] dispute”, it 
is, at times, not unreasonable to wonder about the subjectivity involved in determining 
what is a “significant minority view” and what is “an extremely small (or vastly limited) 
minority” [i.e. wholly insignificant to the question of what the “shape of disputes” looks 
like].109 110  Although in their policy Wikipedia sensibly strives to reflect the views of 
“established sources”111 they at least implicitly acknowledge that establishment views can 
be wrong.112     
 
Of course, even as we must admit this to be the case, it might seem that we are opening 
up a big door here… After all, our age is awash in conspiracy theories, in which people 
commonly cherry pick facts they like, ignore others, distort others, and go on to weave 
compellingly produced yarns that might – on the face of it – sound pretty convincing.113  
In these accounts absolutely everything is about gatekeepers, power, money, privilege, 
“old boy’s clubs”, and keeping down this or that group – all things we know certainly do 
play a key role in life.  Of course, one of the main problems about these theories, among 
other things, is that they seem to say that most, if not all sources of establishment 
knowledge are intentionally deceptive, kind of like Lewis Carroll’s Humpty Dumpty.  
One of Humpty Dumpty’s characteristics is that he sees words merely as “malleable 
power tools” for accomplishing his purposes: 

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scornful tone, “it means 
just what I choose it to mean — neither more nor less.” 

 ”The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so many 
different things.” 

 ”The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master — that’s all.” 

  
  
http://www.sabian.org/Alice/lgchap06.htm 
 
If one cynically embraces the notion that this is largely what established experts and 
authorities do, it would be easy for some to conclude “then I will fight fire with fire”, 



leading to an embrace of the art of rhetoric without a corresponding concern to be 
truthful.  On the other hand, if one thinks that such practices are wrong, believing we 
must be concerned to speak truthfully (i.e. there really is something important to the 
notion of “speaking truth to power”) perhaps Wikipedia is a place one can get started 
with this as well.     

VI. Practicing sharing knowledge persuasively 

“Wikipedia is the first place I go for knowledge, or when I want to create it”114 --Steven 
Colbert 

We’ve covered using Wikipedia as springboard into research and discussions of the 
nature of authority and evidence.  Now we are at the part concerned with producing 
persuasive written and oral arguments.  As Darren Crovitz and W. Scott Smoot put it in 
their article, “Wikipedia: Friend, Not Foe”: “Wikipedia provides a unique opportunity to 
get students involved in ongoing conversations about writing for a real audience, meeting 
genre expectations, revising for clarity and purpose, and entering into public discussions 
about the nature of truth, accuracy, and neutrality”…115 This involves using “the 
Wikipedia entry not as a source of truth but as a springboard to further inquiry”.116 

Of course, we all hope that students will be able to effectively analyze what others say, 
think critically about it, synthesize it, and solve problems with their knowledge.  And 
unless you are intent on practicing sophistry, being able to solve problems involves being 
able to convince people you have a good answer in an intelligent, open, and honest 
fashion.   

So how to get started?  

After looking at the practical issues of how to use Wikipedia and doing so one’s self, we 
can then start by introducing our students to the site (I don’t want to minimize the 
challenge here, as this presentation is not about this, but the links footnoted here may 
help117).  Crovitz and Smoot recommend starting with a familiar topic, brainstorming as a 
class about what they know on that topic, and comparing what they say with what is in 
the Wikipedia article on that topic.  From here, students may be able to identify gaps in 
the articles where fresh research might be possible (like stuff we don’t already know or 
stuff that makes us ask more questions118)119 

They also have the following ideas about contributing to Wikipedia: starting new articles 
from scratch120 (being careful not to do original research), copyediting for grammar and 
punctuation121, adding hyperlinks and citations (“verifiability”), improving the style of 
the article (see here122), etc.  Doing these things with articles relevant to your class or 
even on topics the students are passionate about (people they admire and know a lot 
about, or novels that they have read, for example), are ways to get the feel for Wikipedia 
and to dive in.123  Finally, start small, they say. 



And what will teachers and students find when they dive in?  Wikis by their very nature 
are unlike traditional sources that imply ultimate authority and a fixed sense of 
knowledge: they invite questions, alternative perspectives, critique, or debate.  They 
“invoke a more synthesized relationship.  Readers (who may also be writers) are expected 
to act critically by evaluating assumptions, evidence, and context in order to measure 
worth and (possibly) respond. Writers (who are likewise readers) must in turn expect to 
justify, support, and document their statements, as well as to engage with the questions 
and critique of readers.”124  In other words, students may, somewhat ironically, need to 
argue effectively in order to collaboratively create “non-argumentative”, or “unbaised” 
encyclopedia articles.  They will get a sense about what kinds of statements they might 
consider accurate but others may be inclined to doubt.  As Jeff Maehre says, “students 
[will] enter a turbulent environment where every syllable has to be defended by people 
with no authority over anyone else, where no editor has final say.”125 (theoretically, at 
least 126)   

It is during the course of such conversations that students can better learn to ask critical 
questions that will help them increase in knowledge and understanding like:  

• What do you mean by that?   
• How did you come to that conclusion (i.e. what are your reasons for coming to 

that conclusion)?   
• Have you considered…? 127   

Being in conversations with others about topics of interest to them and learning from 
these can be an exciting and challenging experience.  Of course, there will be other 
challenges as well.  Perhaps the student, trying to fill gaps, will make an article too long, 
given the topic’s notability.  Maybe they will find themselves frustrated by some of the 
guidelines in Wikipedia, as they experience “Wiki-lawyering” from Wikipedia 
administrators.  Or perhaps they will find it difficult to not create “original research”, as 
Wikipedia is really a place to learn how to express what others have already done in a 
winsome, fair, and convincing way.128  Finally, maybe they will find out that their 
knowledge about a topic may be lacking.129  Whatever the case, I think getting engaged 
this way can be rewarding… They will be challenged to understand the views of others, 
to learn from them, and to state them in a way that those disagreeing with them will 
construe as fair.  In other words, they can learn how to debate in a civil and constructive 
fashion.130   

There are many creative assignments that can be done with Wikipedia, and Wikipedia has 
a page devoted to this called Wikipedia:school, where you can see what many teachers 
are doing.  There have also been some very helpful articles written by teachers as well 
that have been published in journals (see recommended resources).  One of these teachers 
wrote about her college level history class’ experience with Wikipedia.131 132 She writes 
about how exciting it was for her students to engage in actual historiographic debate – or 
as she put it “contributing to high-stakes historical discourse…” with a high-stakes 
audience much larger than their in-class group – on the talk (“discussion”) pages of 
Wikipedia.  She says, “the discussion page of Wikipedia offers an opportunity for 



students to demonstrate through historiographic discussion that they have sifted through 
the relevant scholarship in order to offer the closest ‘truth’ possible.”  Overall, her class 
found it to be a tremendous experience.  Let me share with you some of the feedback she 
received from the assignment evaluations her students filled out:  

Some had fear regarding the higher stakes: 
 

• "intimidating"  
• "disliked the idea that [they] might have to erase or change another person's Wiki 

offering. Scary."  
• did not want to choose "something that would be attacked right away"  
• expressed concern about "not upsetting others who had written on the same topic"  

 
Others talked about how much they learned:  
 

• Another student perhaps summed up the stakes of the historical profession best, 
writing, "it is exciting to see if your addition survives." 

• “…this assignment reinforced in me the importance of thorough research. I definitely did 
not want to put info on Wiki that I was not sure about." 

 
And many noted the satisfaction the assignment gave them:  
 

• "I felt like I had contributed to the scholarship of history”  
• another wrote it was the most “personally rewarding" assignment they had 

ever completed in school.  
• students loved the “new-ness" of the innovation, one writing ''''who has ever done 

that before in a class?"133 

Now how, exactly, does all of this help a student with their persuasive writing or personal 
rhetorical skills?  After all, as Crovitz and Smoot say, “Wikipedians… may challenge 
students to revise or re-envision information that advocates or argues rather than 
informs.”  It is after all, an encyclopedia, and students “may have trouble adopting the 
more formal, neutral voice appropriate for an encyclopedia (i.e., objective, expository, 
and nonpromotional).”134 

Well, we know that persuasive arguments must not only be credible (i.e. using reliable 
sources) but relevant.  All writers have a purpose and audience in mind, and here, we too, 
must think of ours.  I propose that if students are challenged to meet authentic, public 
needs, learning to present credible, relevant information to others so that they warrant 
inclusion in non-argumentative encyclopedia articles, they will have a leg up on doing 
this in argumentative contexts as well.  As Maehre says, “In cases of non-argumentative 
essays, it shouldn’t be hard to see how relevance of information is applicable the same 
way it is in arguments”.135  In other words, assignments like this can be one helpful step 
in nurturing effective students of rhetoric who are also concerned with the nature of truth, 
accuracy, and neutrality.  From here, you can jump into doing interesting research 
projects and papers, creative classroom debates, etc.136  Of course, you could always start 



with these as well, and then perhaps contribute to Wikipedia, which I contend, has given 
us so much to work with.     
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concludes, “So when [Noam] Cohen declares that ‘sidewalk-like transparency and collective responsibility’ 
are what ‘makes Wikipedia as accurate as it is,’ he's not telling us the whole story. He's giving us the 
official Chamber of Commerce view.”   “…[these pages on George Bush, Islam, Britney Spears, Sex, etc] 
are Wikipedia calls ‘protected,’ which means that only certain users are allowed to edit them. The editing 
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protection’ to prevent them from being created in the first place.) Many of Wikipedia's most-visited pages 
are currently under some form of protection, usually semi-protection.” (Carr, Nicholas.  “Potemkinpedia” 
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http://www.wired.com/wiredscience/2009/08/wikitrust/ : “Starting this fall, you’ll have a new reason to 
trust the information you find on Wikipedia: An optional feature called “WikiTrust” will color code every 
word of the encyclopedia based on the reliability of its author and the length of time it has persisted on the 
page.”  Note however that the Wikipedia article on “Wikitrust” says Wikipedia is “considering” this 
change. 
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up,’ he said. ‘It would have become another example where, once anything is printed enough times in the 
media without challenge, it becomes fact.’ So far, The Guardian is the only publication to make a public 
mea culpa, while others have eliminated or amended their online obituaries without any reference to the 
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Wikipedia is that it doesn't require you to have a PhD or to be a published author. You just have to know. If 
you don't, you're info won't last long.” (Riedesel, Dustin.  “Wikipedia: accurate enough for me”  
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and reasonably, concerned with the truth ; Support - Listed sources, contact information, available 
corroboration, claims supported, documentation supplied. Goal: a source that provides convincing evidence 
for the claims made, a source you can triangulate (find at least two other sources that support it).” 
Source: From "Evaluating Internet research sources," by Robert Harris, 2007, Virtual Salt. Available: 
www.virtualsalt.com/evalu8it.htm; Badke, William "Stepping Beyond WIKIPEDIA." Educational 
Leadership 66.6 (2009): 54-58. EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 3 Nov. 2009. 
 



                                                                                                                                                 
96 And hopefully these rules help guide us into what M. Gregory calls the “overall stance” of  
“intellectuality”, which means “judiciousness, an avoidance of cant, a realization that first impressions are 
seldom authoritative, a sense that the easy answers may indeed be too easy, a pleasure in the processes of 
learning for their own sake, a hatred of dogmatism, and a sensitive nose for the smell of rotten evidence. 
(para. 6).” Gregory, M. (1997, Spring97). Introductory courses, student ethos, and living the life of the 
mind. College Teaching, 45(2), 63. Retrieved April 3, 2008, from Academic Search Complete database, 
and quoted in Maehre, Jeff "What It Means to Ban Wikipedia." College Teaching 57.4 (2009): 229-236. 
EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 12 Nov. 2009. 
97 Barack, Lauren, “Librarians as, um, crap detectors”  School Library Journal.  Reed Business Information.  
9 Oct 2009.  Web.  9 Dec 2009 (direct link: 
http://www.schoollibraryjournal.com/article/CA6700294.html?nid=3260) 

 
98 “… if you want to know the NRA’s stated position on gun control there’s no better place to go than the 
NRA website. If you want to know the statistics of children killed by their parents’ guns, I wouldn’t get it 
there. Another example: if you’re writing on Star Trek culture or the phenomena of fan fiction you would 
absolutely want to use fan sites. Rather than focus on these fan sites as examples of non-authority we 
should be focusing on clarifying your purpose and identifying what types of sources would fit…. (Collier, 
Ellie.  “In Praise of the Internet: Shifting Focus and Engaging in Critical Thinking Skills.” [Webblog 
entry.] In the Library with the Lead Pipe.  n.p.  07 Jan 2009. 
[http://inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2009/in-praise-of-the-internet-shifting-focus-and-engaging-critical-
thinking-skills/ ].  30 Nov, 2009) 
 
99 Here’s a recent and very interesting exception from Wikipedia itself dealing with ethical issues: 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/2009/jul/08/wikipedia-censorship-seth-finkelstein 
 
100 “For example, suppose I've found a Web site on the origins of World War I: www.firstworldwar.com. 
To evaluate it using the CARS checklist (see a few footnotes above), I first look at credibility. What is 
www.firstworldwar.com, and who is behind it? I find a linked name, Michael Duffy, at the bottom of the 
page and click on it. This takes me to an "About This Web Site" page, where I find a recommendation that 
the material not be used for academic research because it has not been peer reviewed. Mr. Duffy does not 
provide his qualifications….Then I look for accuracy. Although not updated since 2006, the site does 
appear to have factual information. On reasonableness, the site is even-handed, not prone to talking about 
conspiracies, and not taking only one side on issues. Finally, support. Although most articles on the site 
lack footnotes and bibliographies, there is an extensive collection of primary sources — actual documents, 
posters, and so on from the World War I era. The feature articles have bibliographies…My verdict? 
Although not peer reviewed, this site appears to be a reasonably reliable source for information, especially 
for primary source material. It is therefore usable with care and discretion, but not for higher-level 
academic work.” ; Badke, William "Stepping Beyond WIKIPEDIA." Educational Leadership 66.6 (2009): 
54-58. EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 3 Nov. 2009.  A similar story is told by Ellie Collier: “While 
pursuing my MSIS, I wrote a paper entitled ‘Writing Forms and Usage During the Viking Age.’ Like every 
other student today, as part of my research process I did a Google search. I read Wikipedia entries. I also 
used the more encouraged sources, searching the library catalog and subscription databases, and browsing 
the shelves. This was an obscure subject and required a lot of digging. By far my most useful source was 
Vikinganswerlady.com. The Viking Answer Lady is Christie Ward. Her resume lists experience in 
computer science and web design, but no degrees and nothing related to viking studies. Our standard 
instruction would dismiss her site for not having an “about us” page and, after finding her resume, dismiss 
her as not an authority. Yet, reading through the site she is obviously dedicated, well read, and documents 
her sources…. from my bibliographic essay [7]: …For a more in depth study of Viking Age literacy, I was 
lucky enough to be pointed towards James E. Knirk’s ‘Learning to Write with Runes in Medieval Norway’ 
(Runica et mediævalia. Opuscula 2. Stockholm, 1994) and Aslak Liestøl’s ‘The Literate Vikings’ 
(Proceedings of the Sixth Viking Congress. Uppsala, 1971). These two articles in particular provided much 
of the serious analysis that was missing from the easy to find general information. They also provided a 
large number of attempted and partial translations of runic inscriptions that helped inform my summaries of 



                                                                                                                                                 
the various types extant.… I was lucky enough to be pointed to those articles because I emailed Viking 
Answer Lady with my general thesis and asked her advice on where to look for more information. She 
might not fit the standard authority criteria that were established in the pre-Internet age, but I would argue 
she is most definitely an authority. Even if she is not an authority I would cite in a paper, she was an 
important step along the way of my research process... It is just as easy for dedicated hobbyists, gifted 
amateurs, independent scholars and the like to put up incredibly useful information. (Not to mention 
marginal voices that are often excluded from more traditional modes of public discourse.) More and more 
organizations are providing their services and expertise online. We should be encouraging our students to 
take advantage of these wonderful resources, not handicapping them by refusing, discouraging, blocking, 
filtering, or otherwise denying access…..” (Collier, Ellie.  “In Praise of the Internet: Shifting Focus and 
Engaging in Critical Thinking Skills.” [Webblog entry.] In the Library with the Lead Pipe.  n.p.  07 Jan 
2009. [http://inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2009/in-praise-of-the-internet-shifting-focus-and-engaging-
critical-thinking-skills/ ].  30 Nov, 2009) 
 
101 Should a person quote from Wikipedia?  Not according to Wikipedia co-founder and head Jimbo Wales: 
"For God's sake, you're in college. Don't cite the encyclopedia.”, 
http://www.theorion.com/2.694/wikipedia-sucks-students-in-with-reliable-information-1.9222 .  And yet, it 
really does depend: “…given the gift of our patience and the freedom and time to develop, [students] will 
increasingly be able to select quotations with nimbleness, understanding which help their arguments (or 
papers in other genres) and which contain various rhetorical features that may repel a reader. Thus, if 
deciding, for some reason to include a quotation from a Wikipedia entry, they would be making the choice 
with increasing measures of discretion and savvy… I think we are shortchanging students by not 
emphasizing quality, on the syllable-level, of sources, as opposed to quality on the level of the reputation of 
the journal the article appears in, the number of books the author has written, the prestige of her university, 
or her esteem in her professional community.”  Maehre, Jeff "What It Means to Ban Wikipedia." College 
Teaching 57.4 (2009): 229-236. EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 12 Nov. 2009.  Jimbo Wales, founder 
of Wikipedia’s take?: This is one of the reasons I feel comfortable quoting this blog post about Wikipedia 
from a man named Hal O’Brien here:  “The elephant in the room hardly anyone acknowledges is this: 
Every flaw in Wikipedia — and the above mentions of edit wars, spottiness of coverage, the threshold of 
‘notability,’ they are all accurate in my observation — every flaw in Wikipedia *also exists in all other 
encyclopedias*.  / One needs only to read the many books about Mortimer Adler at the Encyclopedia 
Britannica — and the accounts of the many fights among the staff prompted in the tellings of his story — to 
realize this is true. / This, I suspect, is the *real* ‘threat’ seen by traditionalists about Wikipedia. Rather 
than a quasi-anonymous ‘authority’ where all the fights, squabbling, and oversights take place in genteel 
privacy, at Wikipedia they take place in the raucous open. / *How* do you know what you think you 
know? Who *is* an authority? How much consensus is there on *any* topic? These are the questions 
Wikipedia evokes about *all* sources, and it’s clear the discomfort some have isn’t about Wikipedia, but 
the implicit critique of all knowledge when they want such things to be unquestionably ‘authoritative.’  
Comment made on the “Freakonomics” blog (Mengisen, Annika. “By a Bunch of Nobodies: A Q&A With 
the Author of The Wikipedia Revolution” Freakonomics: the Hidden Side of Everything. New York Times 
Company, 16 Jun. 2009. Web. 30 Nov 2009.  (direct link: : 
http://freakonomics.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/16/by-a-bunch-of-nobodies-a-qa-with-the-author-of-the-
wikipedia-revolution/?pagemode=print) 
 
102 “I’m not alone in having read peer-reviewed studies that used what I found to be questionable measures 
to establish certain traits: self-report questionnaires to judge the quality of parenting by lesbian couples, 
violent fantasies as indicators of increased aggression in children who have watched a lot of violent films. 
In many cases, the sample size is fatally small. Whatever the standards for admissible data that have been 
developed by various disciplines’ national boards, these processes aren’t perfect, and not all readers will be 
persuaded by all the data and how it is used.” Maehre, Jeff "What It Means to Ban Wikipedia." College 
Teaching 57.4 (2009): 229-236. EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 12 Nov. 2009. 
 
103 I think this comment from Pat Cumming at the ACRLog (“Explaining authority”  ACRLog.  ACRLog. 
13 May 2009.  Web.  8 Dec 2009 [direct link:  http://acrlog.org/2009/05/13/explaining-authority/]), starts to 
scratch the surface of what I’m getting at here: “I’ve recently tried something in classes that seems to work. 



                                                                                                                                                 
I use the term credibility instead of authority and then I ask them why they believe what I say, how do they 
know whether or not to believe a friend and what would make them believe something said by a stranger. 
They usually say that it’s because I’m paid by the college which leads us to a discussion of qualifications 
and then we move on to trust and verification and how information is presented, etc. I then go on to 
evaluate printed information and web sources according to the criteria they come up with. It’s really 
interesting to see their reaction and depending on the group, the discussion can be pretty lively.”  Also, a 
consultant has written a piece about the “enemies of learning” that I think rings true and also closely 
relates.  He says the enemies are: our inability to admit that we don’t know, the desire for clarity all of the 
time, the inability to unlearn, confusing learning with acquiring information, not giving permission to 
others to teach us, and a lack of trust.  
http://wayspace.wayzata.k12.mn.us/blogs/digitaleyes/2009/09/15/enemies-of-learning/  I find this list to be 
quite insightful, even if it does come from a source that Wikipedia would not recognize as authoritative. : )   
 
104 We might be really good at logic and reasoning, think of all kinds of critical questions to challenge 
others with, be able to see connections others can’t, and even be aware that we have all kinds of unexplored 
assumptions, premises and presuppositions.  Still, the fact that trusting others is part and parcel of all of this 
can’t be excluded.     
 
105 Shirky, Clay. “A Speculative Post on the Idea of Algorithmic Authority” [Webblog entry.] Clay 
Shirkey.  N.p. 15 Nov 2009 (http://www.shirky.com/weblog/2009/11/a-speculative-post-on-the-idea-of-
algorithmic-authority/).  9 Dec 2009.  Clay Shirky says: “the criticism that Wikipedia, say, is not an 
‘authoritative source’ is an attempt to end the debate by hiding the fact that authority is a social agreement, 
not a culturally independent fact. Authority is as a authority does.”  Although I am not sure I would totally 
agree with Shirky, I think there is something to this comment.  One of the problems with this otherwise fine 
article (“10 ways to test facts”: http://www.britannica.com/blogs/2007/06/10-ways-of-testing-the-facts/ ) 
from Gregory McNamee at Encyclopedia Britannica is that it seems to downplay [albeit humorously, with 
tongue in cheek] the personal and social element of knowledge – and the necessary correlate of trust (i.e. 
“If your mother says she loves you, get it verified from two independent sources.) – that Shirky discusses 
here.   
 
106 How can we help this happen?  Note that:  Some trust others easily, and some don’t. (why this is the 
case is surely in part unknown, and in part known.  Poverty expert Ruby K. Payne discusses how one's 
family structure affects one's views of cooperation, competition, authority, male identity and deception.  
Framework for Understanding Poverty (part 4): Family Structures. Videocassette. Region IV Education 
Service Center Video Production & Satellite Services. Bay Town, Texas: RFT Publishing, 1999.  Also, if 
one is disposed to trust others, some persons are considered more trustworthy than others because their 
perceived character (but, on the other hand, note that sometimes we might trust someone we might not 
otherwise trust if we are confident they have no reason to not tell the truth, or if the consequences of 
accepting/rejecting what they say are not so great).  Of course sometimes we trust people for their judgment 
in some areas, but not necessarily in others (so know where you are expert and where not – know your 
role!)  
 
107 What about knowledge in the arts?  Bach comes to mind. He really did not become the giant he is today-
-the literal foundation of all western music--until he was championed 100 years after his death (1750) by 
Felix Mendelssohn who oversaw a now famous performance of the St. Matthew Passion.  Before that 
event, Bach had been largely forgotten.  Some other “major shifts in established knowledge that come to 
mind are that “modernization” does not necessarily mean “secularization”, that “race” is not a meaningful 
biological term (“One result of debates over the meaning and validity of the concept of race is that the 
current literature across different disciplines regarding human variation lacks consensus 
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scientific_consensus>, though within some fields, such as biology, there is 
strong consensus.” [Wikipedia]), or the growing realization that how we use language shapes our world ( 
http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/boroditsky09/boroditsky09_index.html ).  The author comments that 
consensus in her field is that “people who speak different languages do indeed think differently and that 
even flukes of grammar can profoundly affect how we see the world.”  
 



                                                                                                                                                 
108 And when one considers that Pluto is no longer a planet, or that Columbus did not “discover” America, 
or that the “fact-checking” many reporters do is pretty loose (perhaps esp. business reporters?: [“For 
instance, Dun and Bradstreet gets the information for its small-business information reports in part by 
asking those very same small businesses to fill out questionnaires about themselves” -- Garfinkel, Simon L. 
"Wikipedia and the Meaning of Truth." Technology Review 111.6 (2008): 84-86. EBSCO MegaFILE. 
EBSCO. Web. 2 Nov. 2009]), such questions are hardly surprising. This becomes even more difficult when 
the companies that deal with these reputable sources begin to behave badly – “see recent Elsevier story & 
the story about cancer research [link does not work, but this source covers the same issue: Vastag, Brian 
"Cancer Fraud Case Stuns Research Community, Prompts Reflection on Peer Review Process." JNCI: 
Journal of the National Cancer Institute 98.6 (2006): 374-376. EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 13 Nov. 
2009.”.  (http://acrlog.org/2009/05/13/explaining-authority/ ) 
 
109 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:No_original_research, and 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:NPOV , accessed Oct. 29, 2009.  It goes without saying that people 
working in this or that field are actively debating many things - hopefully, learning from their 
disagreements, and being open to having views changed by good evidence and argument…. (of course in 
accordance with the generally accepted methodologies and standards of proof in those fields). 
 
110 It is analogous to the difficult decisions that  “objective” newspapers must make about which stories to 
cover, what to feature on the front page, and what sources they quote… 
 
111 “The goal is to reflect established views of sources as far as we can determine them.” 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Verifiability , accessed Oct. 28, 2009 
 
112 “…viewpoints held by limited minorities do not belong in Wikipedia even if they are true and whether 
or not you can prove it” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Reliable_sources, Accessed Oct. 30, 2009, 
and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NPOV, accessed Oct. 30, 2009).  I have a scholarly friend whose view is 
that “established knowledge remains established either because it is trivial or because no one has 
questioned the facts.  Matters that are hotly debated are in Wikipedia one day and out the next, alternating 
incessantly.”  I’d want to talk more about that, but his point is well taken, I think!  Also, just for fun: 
http://neuroanthropology.net/2008/06/03/the-allegory-of-the-trolley-problem-paradox/ 
 
113 Some might wonder why mainstream publications are better than compelling-produced online movies 
like Zeitgeist, or Loose Change for example.  And why should the claims in Dan Brown’s “Da Vinci Code” 
(i.e. “facts accurate, story fiction”) not be taken seriously?  The 9-11 truth movement, Holocaust denial, 
Zionist plots, etc?  Again, while I certainly agree that there are massive problems with these and other 
“conspiracy theory” works, I think we need to give serious thought about how to answer questions like 
these, not just saying “these sources are good but these sources are bad”, a message that many students are 
unlikely to accept (“Explaining authority”  ACRLog.  ACRLog. 13 May 2009.  Web.  8 Dec 2009 [direct 
link:  http://acrlog.org/2009/05/13/explaining-authority/]) 
 
114 Quoted in Pollard, Elizabeth Ann "Raising the Stakes: Writing about Witchcraft on Wikipedia." History 
Teacher 42.1 (2008): 9-24. EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 4 Nov. 2009.  Also, “There has never been a 
time in human history when the opportunity to create universally accessible knowledge has been more of a 
reality.” Cookson Jr., Peter W. "What Would Socrates Say?." Educational Leadership 67.1 (2009): 8. 
MasterFILE Premier. EBSCO. Web. 9 Dec. 2009. 
 
115 Crovitz, D., and W. Smoot. "Wikipedia: Friend, Not Foe. " English Journal  98.3 (2009): 91-
97. ProQuest Education Journals, ProQuest. Web.  12 Nov. 2009.  
 
116 Crovitz, D., and W. Smoot. "Wikipedia: Friend, Not Foe. " English Journal  98.3 (2009): 91-
97. ProQuest Education Journals, ProQuest. Web.  12 Nov. 2009.  
 
117 The first thing I recommend is starting a user account and messing around on your personal page.  You 
can also play in the sandbox: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E6%B2%99%E7%9B%92.  Here are a few 



                                                                                                                                                 
good places to start: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia_tutorial and 
http://www.slideshare.net/pfctdayelise/safe-wiki-teaching-responsible-use-of-wikipedia-presentation and 
finally, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:Wikipedia:_The_Missing_Manual  

118 An academic friend of mine writes says about this process: “Research only begins when you put 
common knowledge into question. If after you do your research you end up agreeing with the encyclopedia 
then you probably picked a trivial question.” 

119 They write “Simply recognizing that there is room for such questions is a major achievement in the 
research process”.  Crovitz, D., and W. Smoot. "Wikipedia: Friend, Not Foe. " English Journal  
98.3 (2009): 91-97. ProQuest Education Journals, ProQuest. Web.  12 Nov. 2009.  

120 Keep in mind that “if no reliable third-party sources can be found on an article topic, Wikipedia should 
not have an article about it.”  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:No_original_research, accessed Oct. 
29, 2009.  They advise finding examples of contributions that have been accepted, for example, entries on 
the contents of a novel, etc., and also recommend being ready to argue why a particular topic is notable 
enough for inclusion.  Finally, cite the info in the article. 

121 Also worthy of note here: Chandler-Olcott, Kelly "A Tale of Two Tasks: Editing in the Era of Digital 
Literacies." Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy 53.1 (2009): 71-74. EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 
13 Nov. 2009. 
 
122 “At times it reads like what it is: an article written by committee, inconsistent in focus, structure, and 
elaboration.” Crovitz, D., and W. Smoot. "Wikipedia: Friend, Not Foe. " English Journal  98.3 (2009): 91-
97. ProQuest Education Journals, ProQuest. Web.  12 Nov. 2009.  As of Nov. 11, 2009, 2,685 Wikipedia 
articles were “featured” articles, and another 7,649 articles are “good” articles (about 1 in 405),  – see 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Good_article and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Good_article_criteria  
 
123 Crovitz, D., and W. Smoot. "Wikipedia: Friend, Not Foe. " English Journal  98.3 (2009): 91-
97. ProQuest Education Journals, ProQuest. Web.  12 Nov. 2009.  
 
124 Crovitz, D., and W. Smoot. "Wikipedia: Friend, Not Foe. " English Journal  98.3 (2009): 91-
97. ProQuest Education Journals, ProQuest. Web.  12 Nov. 2009.  
 
125 Maehre, Jeff "What It Means to Ban Wikipedia." College Teaching 57.4 (2009): 229-236. EBSCO 
MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 12 Nov. 2009. 
 
126 Of  course, someone must have the final say.  This is why there are arbitration committees, and if all else 
fails, Jimmy Wales.   
 
127 I culled these questions from the Christian apologist Greg Koukl.  It seems to me that these excellent 
questions can be used by anyone to help encourage fruitful conversations, i.e. good Socratic dialogues… 

128 ““Do not combine material from multiple sources to reach or imply a conclusion not explicitly stated by 
any of the sources. Editors should not make the mistake of thinking that if A is published by a reliable 
source, and B is published by a reliable source, then A and B can be joined together in an article to reach 
conclusion C. This would be a synthesis of published material that advances a new position, and that 
constitutes original research."A and B, therefore C" is acceptable only if a reliable source has published the 
same argument in relation to the topic of the article…Research that consists of collecting and organizing 
material from existing sources within the provisions of this and other content policies is encouraged: this is 
"source-based research", and it is fundamental to writing an encyclopedia. Take care, however, not to go 
beyond what is expressed in the sources or to use them in ways inconsistent with the intent of the source, 
such as using material out of context. In short, stick to the sources.…Even with well-sourced material, 



                                                                                                                                                 
however, if you use it out of context or to advance a position that is not directly and explicitly supported 
by the source used, you as an editor are engaging in original research…Carefully summarizing or 
rephrasing source material without changing its meaning is not synthesis—it is good editing. Best practice 
is to write Wikipedia articles by researching the most reliable published sources on the topic and 
summarizing their claims in your own words, with each claim attributable to a source that explicitly makes 
that claim.” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:No_original_research, accessed Oct. 29, 2009 (bold 
Wikipedia’s) 

129 They might also find out, for example, that they don’t really understand the conventions of the discipline 
that may cover a particular topic.  Historical scholarship in particular requires a command of the scholarly 
literature, and its standards of what constitutes good method and evidence will differ substantially from the 
hard sciences, for example.  Larry Sanger, Wikipedia co-founder, states this well when he says: “despite a 
sort of anti-expert bias on Wikipedia, it remains the case that a person who appears to write authoritatively, 
who has the facts at his command as an expert typically does, and who can marshall them effectively in a 
dispute, has a decided advantage on Wikipedia. This, I think, has been a necessary condition of 
Wikipedia’s improving at least as well as it has. By reputation anyway, Wikipedia’s articles in fields such 
as mathematics, engineering, computer science, and the hard sciences are rather better developed and of 
higher quality than its articles in the social sciences, humanities, and the arts – consistent with the finding 
of the aforementioned, flawed Nature report, which was limited to scientific topics. This, I think, is because 
the fields themselves are somewhat more amenable to straightforward negotiation, because expertise and 
sound methodology in these fields are easier for the average contributor to recognize and respect. In 
physics, for example, there is simply less to debate about than in, say, philosophy.” 
http://www.larrysanger.org/FateOfExpertiseAfterWikipedia.pdf.  Social studies scholar Andrew Abbot 
points out that it is more critical for some disciplines than others to make use of the resources that libraries 
typically contain and organize, stating that: “…in library-based work [historians, English literature, etc], 
there is “a taste for reinterpretation that is clever and insightful but at the same time founded in evidence 
and argument”  He also states about this kind of work that: “Meaning has an extraordinary multiplicity that 
cannot be easily captured by the rigidly limited vocabularies of variables and standard methods” and that 
There are disciplines not merely aiming for ‘more rapid convergence’, but divergence, i.e. 
‘comprehensiveness and richness’ (Quotes from Andrew Abbot, “The Traditional Future: A Computational 
Theory of Library Research” [pre-print]).  Librarian Rold Norgaard agrees, and when speaking of 
“information literacy” he says: “…information literacy’s connection to community – that is, the ongoing 
social and disciplinary practices on which any information literacy must depend and in which it must take 
root.  The arts of information literacy vary according to the discipline and the ways that a particular 
discipline makes and communicates knowledge.  Our instruction should likewise always reinvent itself to 
acknowledge those nuances.” (Norgaard, Rold, “Writing Information Literacy in the Classroom: 
Pedagogical Enactments and Implications”, Reference & User Services Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 3, Spring 
2004).  In sum, it is true that “rules of thumb” for evaluating content will serve students well when it comes 
to any discipline, and yet… Interestingly, different groups represent specific views about how evidence-
based study is best done within their disciplines.  Before one is labeled a “heretic”, one previously learns 
the basics of existing and participating effectively in that community.   
  
130 The AASL Guidelines, section 3.3.6 aim to help students “Use information and knowledge in the 
service of democratic values.” It seems to me that one of the great things about American democracy is that 
people have “the right to be wrong”.  American democracy is unique in that it balances strong convictions 
(faith/conscience) and strong civility (political).  I personally tend to think we all tend to be a bit 
ideological about this or that, but that the main question is what kind of ideologue we are…Can we 
fundamentally disagree with someone and still consider them a person of equal, intrinsic value – regardless 
of how others might evaluate them – with whom we are determined to share a common society / life? 
 
131 “The steps of the Wikipedia assignment were relatively simple: target a problematic entry, undertake 
research in scholarly articles and book-length treatments, determine points of scholarly conflict and 
consensus, write a NPOV treatment reflecting the arguments and citing their proponents, include references 
and perhaps even a snippet from a related primary source and/or an image, if possible, and provide internal 



                                                                                                                                                 
links to related Wikipedia entries and external links to reliable treatments on the web.”  Pollard, Elizabeth 
Ann "Raising the Stakes: Writing about Witchcraft on Wikipedia." History Teacher 42.1 (2008): 9-24. 
EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 4 Nov. 2009. 

132 Another interesting history-wiki project can be seen here: http://chronicle.com/article/A-Wikipedia-of-
History-for/5149/  

133She sums the learning outcomes for the project well here: “…researching and writing about a specific 
historical topic, recognizing the relative value of various resources for research (including Wikipedia), 
contributing to high-stakes historical discourse, getting a real sense of what historiography is and 
participating in its construction, and sharing the process of that discourse with peers. This assignment 
replaced a previous assignment in which the students shared PowerPoint presentations with the class about 
their ongoing research for their final historiography papers on a particular subset of witchcraft-related 
scholarship.”  Pollard, Elizabeth Ann "Raising the Stakes: Writing about Witchcraft on Wikipedia." History 
Teacher 42.1 (2008): 9-24. EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 4 Nov. 2009. 
 
134 Crovitz, D., and W. Smoot. "Wikipedia: Friend, Not Foe. " English Journal  98.3 (2009): 91-
97. ProQuest Education Journals, ProQuest. Web.  12 Nov. 2009. Re: Encyclopedia writing: Articles 
should be primary from reliable secondary sources (tertiary sources are: compendia, encyclopedias, 
textbooks).  Primary sources are hard to use in the right way (one may actually be doing original research, 
based on the way one cites these....)  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Reliable_sources  
“Encyclopedia writing is pretty well understood -- using the inverted pyramid, where the first three 
sentences give a complete summary of what you're about to read and as you go down the article gives you 
an elaboration of the basic information. It's very structured data.”  
http://mobile.salon.com/books/int/2009/03/24/wikipedia/index1.html  
   
135 He goes on to say: “The larger rhetorical issues of using facts to support arguments are much more 
crucial to students in their present and future lives as thinkers—they have much wider applicability and 
demand so much more attention--than mechanical issues of double-checking facts, scanning author’s 
biographies, seeking external clues of “bias” etc. The most verifiable fact loses all effectiveness the instant 
it is used to prove more than it can prove or used in a way that makes an audience feel manipulated or 
deceived.” Maehre, Jeff "What It Means to Ban Wikipedia." College Teaching 57.4 (2009): 229-236. 
EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 12 Nov. 200 

136 For example, here’s a topic recommended for a history class in a recent teaching periodical: what was 
really the most important cause of World War I and how could it have been avoided? (don’t summarize, 
analyze, the author says). “Was the murder of the archduke really as important a cause of World War I as 
many people believe?  [Here’s an outline:]  I. Introduction — Brief explanation of pre-WWI events, II. The 
argument that the murder of the archduke was the main cause, III. Evaluation of that argument, IV 
Conclusion.  Badke, William "Stepping Beyond WIKIPEDIA." Educational Leadership 66.6 (2009): 54-
58. EBSCO MegaFILE. EBSCO. Web. 3 Nov. 2009. 

 


