
all the Wikipedians with Carter on their

watch list knew about it. One of them mere-

ly reverted to the original portrait. At the

same time, the user who rescued the former

President from Boogerville noticed that the

vandal had also posted the nose-pick photo

on the “Rapping” entry—and he got rid of

that image just four minutes after the photo

appeared. 

On controversial topics, the response can be

especially swift. Wikipedia’s article on Islam

has been a persistent target of vandalism, but

Wikipedia’s defenders of Islam have always

proved nimbler than the vandals. Take one

fairly typical instance. At 11:20 one morning,

an anonymous user replaced the entire Islam

entry with a single scatological word. At

11:22, a user named Solitude reverted the

entry. At 11:25, the anonymous user struck

again, this time replacing the article with the

phrase “u stink!” By 11:26, another user

reverted that change—and the vandal disap-

peared. When Massachusetts Institute of

Technology’s Fernanda Viégas and IBM’s

Martin Wattenberg and Kushal Dave studied

Wikipedia, they found that cases of mass dele-

tions, a common form of vandalism, were cor-

rected in a median time of 2.8 minutes. When

an obscenity accompanied the mass deletion,

the median time dropped to 1.7 minutes. 

It turns out that Wikipedia has an innate

capacity to heal itself. As a result, woefully out-

numbered vandals often give up and leave.

What’s more, making changes is so simple that

who prevails often comes down to who cares

more. And hardcore Wikipedians care. A lot. 

Danny Wool logs on to Wikipedia at 6

each morning and works two hours before

leaving for his day job developing education

programs for a museum. When he gets back

home around 6:30 p.m., he hops back on

Wikipedia for a few more hours. Bryan

Derksen checks his watch list each morning

before leaving for work at a small company

that sells medical equipment on eBay. When

he returns home, he’ll spend a few hours just

clicking on the Random Page link to see

what needs to get done. It’s tempting to urge

people like Wool and Derksen to get a life.

But imagine if they instead spent their free

time walking through public parks, picking

up garbage. We’d call them good citizens. 

Still, even committed citizens sometimes

aren’t muscular enough to fend off deter-

mined bad guys. As Wikipedia has grown,

Wales has been forced to impose some more

centralized, police-like measures—to guard

Many educators and
editors are leery of
Wikipedia because

students and less experienced
writers use it as a primary
source, rather than as a com-
pendium of background infor-
mation that needs to be
checked and confirmed before
being included in an article or
essay.

It also seems to be a temp-
tation to plagiarists. Some
journalists have been found to
include large blocks of Wiki -
pedia text, verbatim, in work
under their bylines, raising
doubts about their commit-
ment to fact-checking, report-
ing and writing, as well as
honesty. 

Even if a writer is clever
enough to rewrite the Wikipedia
text into her own words, the
“facts” have not been checked.
The articles on Wikipedia are in
most cases not written by
experts in those fields (in fact,
real experts are forbidden from
quoting their own work on
Wikipedia), and it is impossible
to know for sure which bits in
the lifted material are correct
and which are not. This under-
mines the purpose of writing
academic or journalistic arti-
cles: to convey accurate infor-
mation to the reader.

In the United States, some
high schools have blocked
their students from accessing
Wikipedia, others are trying to
teach pupils how to use it as a
general resource along with
more reliable, primary materi-
al. At universities, professors
are warning their students
about relying upon Wiki -
pedia. These educators are
concerned because they
want their students to
learn correct information
and concepts, not incor-

rect ones. They also want
them to learn to be discern-
ing, to ask, when they read:
“Who says so? And does the
person who is saying so have
enough knowledge or experi-
ence that I should rely on it?”
Wikipedia does not supply
this information.

“I think what is more impor-
tant than banning resources
that a student might or might
not use is helping students to
understand how to make criti-
cal judgments about the
resources they uncover,”
Sandra Jordan, associate
provost of Murray State
University in Kentucky, was
quoted as saying in an article
in the school newspaper about
professors’ concerns with
Wikipedia. The April 6, 2007
Murray State News article, by
Emily Wuchner, also quoted
student Tyler Moore as saying
he still uses the site for back-
ground information. But he has
learned from his teachers to
search out research-based
articles that have “actual
sources and references and
citations in them.” When he
first started

using Wikipedia, he said, “I
thought I could trust all of the
information that was on the
site. I didn’t really know that
anyone could go in and just
modify or change it, so I took
all of the information as being
correct.”  

There is a  problem with inac-
curate postings like the hoax arti-
cle about the “Upper Peninsula
War” between Canadians and
Americans, complete with maps
and “histori cal photos.” This war
never happened, yet the article
remained on Wikipedia for two
weeks. Articles on obscure top-
ics receive less monitoring
from Wikipedia checkers.

Other problems have aris-
en when companies, organi-
zations, governments, groups
and individuals write their
own Wikipedia entries (which
the site says it does not
allow), when they “edit” arti-
cles written by others to make
themselves look better, or
“correct” articles on their
opponents to make them look
worse. 

“Young and old alike often
go to Wikipedia and see that
its name ends in ‘-pedia’,”
says Andy Carvin (http://www.
andycarvin.com/archives) in
his blog on Internet culture.

“They assume it’s just
like any other encyclopedia
and they should take its
content as vetted, accurate
information, which ain’t

Don't Believe Everything You Read
By LAURINDA KEYS LONG

WIKI FACTS
� “Wiki” is used in Hawaii to mean “quick.” 
� Wikipedia contains nearly 2 million entries.
� In more than 253 languages.
� Owned by the Wikimedia Foundation.
� Biggest expense is Internet hosting, at $189,631, 

according to its 2006 financial statement.
� Total expenses were $791,907 in 2006.
� Received $1.3 million in contributions last year.
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