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Wikipedia is not what it is: Examining the Pitfalls of Online Academic Research

As I am an honest man, I thought you had received some bodily wound;

there is more sense in that than in reputation.  Reputations is an idle and

most false imposition; oft got without merit, and lost without deserving:

you have lost no reputation at all, unless you repute yourself such a loser.




Spoken by Iago




Othello, Act II, Scene iii

I get an email every week from some college student who says, “Help me; I cited you and I got an F on my paper.”  I always say the same thing: For God’s sake, you’re in college now!




Jimmy Wales, co-founder of Wikipedia

Just as Iago uses his ill gotten reputation to abuse the trust of Othello and Cassio, so it seems that Wikipedia and other “digital devils” betray students against their demanding lieutenant, who in this case happens to be me.  Or you, for that matter, if you happen to be an instructor in first-year courses aimed at improving students’ academic discourse.  My students know me to have an irrational and excessive hatred of Wikipedia and wikis in general as irresponsible research sources that cause more harm than good.  Yet, the temptation for easy research is too great, and as under-prepared students are introduced to the rigorous demands of research-based papers in writing or writing-intensive courses, some inevitably take the dark path – either plagiarizing entire online articles, using Wikipedia as their only source, or citing incorrect information from these and other online sources as fact.  While virtually anyone can contribute to the intellectual discourse of a wiki, its practice lacks the fact-checked, objective rigidity that we expect in our students’ papers.  What makes all of this so frustrating is that wikis are wonderful, philanthropic ideas.  They are, as Dale Spender writes, “within the range of all individuals and not just limited as a privilege of a professional few,” (qtd. In Webb) and could easily be viewed as essentially a “writing across the curriculum” program put into practice.  However, shared knowledge is only productive if it is knowledge, and while cooperative learning, collaborative scholarship, and group investigation are all effective approaches to student learning, Wikipedia and other wikis or equally unchecked sources are poor research substitutes for scholarly journals, newspapers and other electronic sources that are reviewed by librarians and digital resource experts.  Student motivation being what it is, however, many undergraduate researchers do not go beyond the wiki to ensure the veracity of the entry and therein lies the rub.

Wikipedia certainly has a noble goal and is continually discovering how difficult that goal is.  Earlier this year, a contributor called “EssJay” was discovered to have falsified his credentials as a tenured professor of religion.  Having edited more than 20,000 articles (Miller), EssJay’s deception led Jimmy Wales, co-founder and leading spokesman of Wikipedia, to attempt to institute a credential verification system, which, currently, is not in place.  When it was discovered that Microsoft had posted corporate-friendly content about itself, Stephen Colbert of The Colbert Report said:

This is the essence of Wikilobbying.  When money determines Wikipedia entries, reality has become a commodity. …I’ll give five bucks to the first person who goes on [the site] and changes the entry on Reality to “Reality Has Become A Commodity.”  And to those who say “That’s not what Reality is,” I say “Go look it up on Wikipedia.” (qtd. in Miller).

To combat such commoditization of knowledge, a programmer named Virgil Griffith created “WikiScanner,” “a simple application that trolls through the records of Wikipedia . . . and checks on who is making changes to entries” (Grossman 54).  WikiScanner subsequently discovered similar “Wikilobbying” by Walmart, Exxon, Dell, Best Buy, Apple, McDonalds, and Starbucks.


That these companies are able to spend time and money hiring consultants to write or maintain/edit articles is a testament to the power of Wikipedia as a source for information.  That these articles are seen as a source of information is a testament to how poorly our students evaluate sources.

While Wikipedia is roughly as accurate as the venerable Britannica (Wikipedia has 4 errors for every 3 Britannica errors), the accuracy of Wikipedia is incidental; even if Wikipedia tightens its security and article revision process, content will still be generated and enforced by anyone that has a moment to spare.  Wales believes that knowledge and wisdom is not limited to those in the ivory tower and that talent can reside anywhere.  I agree with Wales with one caveat: talent can reside anywhere, but will not reside everywhere.  Because Wikipedia invites collective wisdom through egalitarian authority of authorship, articles are written by the potentially blind only to be edited and reviewed by the potentially blind.  It is as Kingsley Amis said, “more means worse.”

While it may be comforting to know that Wikipedia has a number of articles explaining its own weaknesses in accuracy of information, authorship, anti-elitism, security, vandalism, copyright, censorship, male domination, collectivist intellectualism, and biased perspectives, all of those articles must specifically be accessed in order to be read, i.e., there is no disclaimer on the front page of Wikipedia that might possibly make our jobs easier.

Source Evaluation
First-year writing courses are, for most students, an introduction to the concept of “The Academy” as an institution of scholarship.  Students are asked to participate in academic discussions through writing using appropriate research with the goal of furthering knowledge and promoting their growth as people and adult thinkers.  The Department of Communications and Modern Languages at Cheyney University has recently banned Wikipedia from research papers, agreeing with Middlebury College’s History Department that writes, “Students are responsible for the accuracy of the information they provide, and they cannot point to Wikipedia or any similar source that may appear in the future to escape the consequences of error.”  We hold our students responsible for accurate information, but we may not be preparing them to evaluate the information they find.  Without proper source evaluation, library orientation, and information literacy training, some students simply use a major non-academic search engine for their research, accepting information without applying the necessary skepticism we would prefer.  Students that accept these superficial or faulty sources early in their academic careers will struggle as upper-level and graduate research courses become more demanding.  I agree with Barbara Schneider who says that “the teaching of research ethics appropriately begins with the first writing assignment we ask students to pursue” (72).
While less teachers avoid using computers and addressing computer-related issues than did ten years ago, there are still a significant number of teachers who dismiss technology based on their own lack of training with an apologetic smile and a simple, “I’m not really a computer person.”  Michel de Certeau accounts for this continued technophobia:

Technology is either boring or frightening to most humanists; many teachers of English composition feel it antithetical to their primary concerns and many believe it should not be allowed to take up valuable scholarly time or the attention that could be best put to use in teaching or the study of literacy. (qtd. in Selfe 412).

Yet computer literacy crosses paths with most aspects of the composition classroom: students write using word-processors, they conduct research using the internet, they collaborate through online discussion boards, and they edit and design personal web pages and construct online portfolios.  To reinforce Cynthia Selfe’s 1999 warning, we can no longer ignore the impact of research technology and electronic information distribution as a major factor that contributes to our dominant/dominating internet culture.

Within the growing and necessary push toward critical cyberliteracy and electronic source evaluation, Stuart Selber argues that “the agenda of technology education often amounts to little more than indoctrination into the value systems of the dominant computer culture – systems that could be characterized as well-intentioned but not particularly self-reflexive” (471).  Currently, the dominant computer culture is a participatory Cyberdemocracy, consisting of user-generated content on websites such as Myspace, Facebook, Youtube, and Wikipedia.  And while the self-reflection of those sites borders on self-absorption, most of the user-generated content is for entertainment or self-expressive purposes.  However, Wikipedia’s content is intended not as a tool for identity construction or artistic dissemination, but as an online, free, multi-national, evolving intellectual community that virtually anyone can edit.  The abundance and ease with which content can be uploaded to the Web compels us to reevaluate how we evaluate sources and how we teach evaluation as a skill.  While most teachers value print research over electronic research, most of the print sources we prefer are accessed electronically, a contradiction not lost on our students.


We need to push our students toward a more skeptical view of information, whether that information comes from the internet or our lips.  Part of the reason why students don’t question most internet sources or rely so heavily upon Wikipedia is that our assignments may be promoting simplistic research skills or demanding too little.
Improving Research Assignments

Regina Powers, a librarian, offers her perspective when she asks:
“How can research be treated like some sort of useless errand?  Teachers instruct students to ‘look it up on the internet’ or to ‘get a book from the library.’  The result is that students use the same computer tools over and over again, never expanding their research skills beyond Wikipedia or Google.”

One of the reasons we may be seeing a surge in Wikipedia usage and/or plagiarism is due to the construction of our research-based writing assignments.  Barbara Schneider has argued that “treating student writing ethically includes treating student research as real work and not merely as preparation for work, teaching students explicitly how to contribute to formation of the character of the field and the construction of new knowledge” (72).  If our assignments merely require students to go through the motions of information retrieval and regurgitation, we are likely to see more students who plagiarize and use simple or irresponsible sources.  The first research assignment in a first-year writing course often attempts, among other things, to introduce the student to a particular style of citation while complimenting a research project that informs and coordinates original student ideas with established work.  Explaining the use of rhetoric and audience awareness in first-year research assignments is a difficult game of make-believe.  We tell them to keep a particular audience in mind that they will write to, but most research assignments don’t go beyond the walls of the classroom.  Students will read each others papers during workshops, but students know (particularly grade oriented students) that the only “real” audience is the teacher.  When we construct research assignments knowing that students’ papers are merely exercises in research and that it will be forgotten (even if that is postponed with a portfolio), many students don’t take the assignment seriously.  But if we aren’t taking their research paper seriously, then why should they seriously conduct research?

Kelly Ritter’s The Economics of Authorship: Online Paper Mills, Student Writers, and First-Year Composition echoes a sentiment I believe to be common when teaching undergraduate researchers, namely, that “the question may not be whether we can adequately explain to students how to use sources, but if we can ever explain why students should bother to credit sources at all – why the sources themselves are even valuable as other-authored texts” (611, emphasis author’s).  Without purpose external to the university, students fail to see the point in a research exercise, such as writing a 3-4 page research paper using MLA format that incorporates 3 or more academic sources.  If we could design our research assignments closer to the work we actually conduct as scholars, we should see improvement in the practice of student research skills.  This could include treating all undergraduate work as potentially publishable, requiring students to submit their work to journals.  We could also begin hosting class based undergraduate research conferences, complete with CFP’s, abstract submissions, review boards, and catered lunches to introduce students to the scholarly process.
Plagiarism and Online Ownership

Placing more weight on research and scholarship from the beginning of students’ academic careers will help them better invent the university and may show a decline in the rate of plagiarism.  Ritter explains why some students plagiarize, saying, “they…place so little value on the actual work they produce as college students” (610).  Part of that devaluing of work comes from the online research they gather.  When students copy sections or entire articles from Wikipedia without citations, they may be doing so based on a loose concept of intellectual property.  Articles on Wikipedia are “owned” by no one in particular.  The originator of each article can be determined, but since articles are so frequently edited and changed by a multitude of contributors, no single name appears as an article’s author.  Since articles lack the “stamp” of authorship, the idea that each article is the intellectual property of a particular author is not a concern to a plagiarizing student.

In our consumer culture, Wikipedia stands as an interesting anomaly in that it lives and grows based on non-profit intellectual contributions to a communal pool of knowledge, yet it and other wikis are often seen as a commodity and a helpful shortcut by plagiarizing students.  The question of academic integrity is blurred when students decide whether or not to plagiarize from Wikipedia or other wikis.  In the mind of a plagiarizing student, perhaps, copying material online isn’t stealing if no one owns it, and no one owns it if it doesn’t have an author.  We discourage our students from using dictionaries and encyclopedias beyond the initial stages of the research process because those and similar sources merely contain general information.  How, then, does a plagiarizing student view this ethical dilemma when faced with copying information that is public and available to everyone, particularly when it may have been written or edited by peers?


Laura Gurak and Ann Duin tell us that the internet “promotes cutting and pasting, file sharing, linking, and collaborating,” (194) making it a plagiarizer’s paradise.  This idea is not lost on Wikipedia, whose article on Plagiarism repeats Gurak and Duin’s sentiment.

Reputation and Anti-Intellectualism

Perhaps the most disturbing trend promoted through the edits, forum comments, and articles of Wikipedia is a growing distrust of scholars and expertise.  Wikipedia promotes an interesting form of anti-intellectualism in that the bulk of Wikipedia’s contributors believe they are increasing the bulk of human knowledge while simultaneously devaluing the work and expertise of professors, professionals, and scientists.  The rhetoric of anti-elitism, supposedly inappropriate to Wikipedia’s “NPOV” (Neutral Point of View) policy, may be seeping into the consciousness of our students who become conflicted when the demands of our research assignments are juxtaposed with a research source like Wikipedia that devalues scholarly research.

Left to its own devices, Wikipedia is an infective force detrimental to academia, but it cannot or should not be ignored.  Instead, the questions Wikipedia raises could be the starting point for classroom discussions about research, source evaluation, and plagiarism paradigms.  We can profit from Wikipedia’s reputation among our students instead of allowing it to undermine our goals.
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� When accessing Wikipedia’s entry on how to cite Wikipedia, the example article used is “Plagiarism.”
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