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Presentation Notes
“Never use Wikipedia for your research!” How many of you have heard that or said that? History students at Red Deer College, registered in Modern World History from 1789, had the option to work with the course instructor and an embedded librarian to edit a Wikipedia article. Through this semester-long project, students practiced their research skills, their writing skills, their citation skills, and their technical skills. Did it work? Did the students learn anything? What did they learn? What did the instructor and the librarian learn?



What We Tell Our Students 

A “Wikipedia Advisory” appears on 
each RDC subject guide under the 
Find Encyclopedias, etc. tab.  
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A “Wikipedia Advisory” appears on each RDC subject guide under the Find Encyclopedias, etc. tab. The Advisory reads: “Wikipedia is not generally considered an appropriate source for academic research. The credibility of the information is often questioned, since anyone can edit the pages. Wikipedia is, however, an acceptable source to use as a starting point and for background information. References and links provided at the end of each entry can lead you to credible and scholarly information.”



Before Wikipedia 

2007: This is not a University! 

2011-2012: The Student as Learner 

2010-2011: The Research Process 

2009-2010: Refocus Assignments 

2008-2009: Focused Initiatives 
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2007: The journey leading to the Wikipedia Project began in Fall 2007 with a new History instructor. Soon after his arrival from teaching positions at several Canadian universities, he realized that Red Deer College is not a university and he set out to change the way he worked with his students. He identified challenges related to: research skills; essay writing skills; and critical thinking skills. For many students, the majority of whom are not History majors, their only model for History was secondary school Social Studies courses. Previous research tended to be wholly internet-based. And as far as experience with citing sources, one phrase was echoed by several students, then and still: “As long as you change a couple of the words, you don’t have to worry about citing your sources.”

2008-2009: In his first attempt, he concentrated on primary source analysis combined with library research sessions on targeted assignments. He set out to improve the research process, and essay organization and writing. His idea, THE idea: a research journal. In his own words, “The research journal backfired. Majorly.”

2009-2010: His next move was to refocus his assignments, shifting from “essay” to “communication of information”, and integrating active library support by collaborating with an embedded librarian who would conduct research presentations and assist in marking student presentations.

2010-2011: Assignments were further redesigned to focus on the research outcome. The embedded librarian took on a greater role: meeting with students individually to map out their research; conducting research, bibliographic, and presentation skills workshops, as well as assisting in marking student presentations.

2011-2012: Assignments were once again redesigned to develop learning about research and the construction of knowledge. Students were asked, as part of the formal research process to reflect on their work. The embedded librarian’s responsibilities continued to include individual student meetings; research, bibliographic, and presentation skills workshops, as well as assisting in marking student presentations, annotated bibliographies, and self-reflective essays.




Proto-Wikipedia Project 

HIST 208 : Modern World History from 1789 

Pros: 
 
Better than an essay 
 
Less stressful 

Cons: 
 
More time needed 
 
Wikipedia tutorial needed 
 
Marking rubric needed 
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All of the above continued into the Spring 2012 term when the instructor came across a variety of resources discussing the use of Wikipedia articles in teaching research and writing skills. Specifically, editing and expanding an existing Wikipedia article or, for the more adventurous, creating a new Wikipedia article. The course was 6 weeks long with an enrolment of 11. The embedded librarian undertook a similar assignment in order to be able to assist students. The class members quickly began working together through online Blackboard discussions to help each other. The instructor and the embedded librarian had little involvement in the technical aspects of the project.

What worked: Pros

What didn’t: Cons

There was also the challenge of one student’s work being totally removed from the article. A major frustration for her but one that did not negate her work as far as the instructor was concerned since each Wikipedia article has a record of all revisions from the article’s inception.



Wikipedia Education Program 

“The goal of the Wikipedia 
Education Program is to engage 
students and professors across 
disciplines, universities, and 
countries in using Wikipedia as a 
teaching tool.”1 
 
 
 
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Canada_Education_Program 
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By summer 2012, the History instructor connected with the Wikipedia Education Program and signed us up for Fall 2012.



The Wikipedia Project 

2012-2013: Constructing Knowledge 
 
HIST 208 : Modern World History from 1789 

The Research Assignment 
The Proposal 
The Bibliography 
The Research Paper 
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Research Assignment: Rewrite or correct a Wikipedia article on a topic relevant to the course material to improve its accuracy or coverage of the subject matter. The goal of the exercise was to improve the historical aspect of the chosen article.

Proposal: Students were asked to identify areas where the existing Wikipedia article could benefit from additional historical information, and provide possible suggestions for additions or modifications that would improve the historical information provided in the article. They were to be as specific as possible as to where these suggestions would fit and what the resulting article would provide that the existing one does not. Students were encouraged NOT to create a new article, though this was undertaken by the embedded librarian with mixed results.

Bibliography: Students were also required to submit an annotated bibliography listing resources, electronic and print, that would be used to achieve the improvements suggested in the Proposal section.

The Research Paper: Students were expected to make substantial revisions to their chosen Wikipedia article, the resulting final version having at least 2,500 words contributed by the student. In the process of producing their version of the article, students found they engaged with readers (Wikipedia is a collaborative effort), and kept track of these discussions as part of their reflective essay. In addition to the modified article to be posted on Wikipedia, students submitted a 1-2 page (roughly 1000 words) self-reflective essay outlining the successes and challenges they met along the way and the research strategies they employed.




The Wikipedia Project 

What We Hoped For: 

• enhanced research skills 

• enhanced critical thinking 

• enhanced technological abilities and confidence 
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What we hoped for:
enhanced research skills
enhanced critical thinking
enhanced technological abilities and confidence

We debriefed very close to the end of the term after presentations and the submission of final papers. The class was divided into six groups. We asked them to consider:
The most challenging part of the assignment was…
The most rewarding part of the assignment was…
If I were to do this assignment again, I would…




The Wikipedia Project 

Pros: 
• Learning and re-learning how to use library resources 
• Learning about and finding the right resources (esp. databases) 
• Organization: Research takes time 
• Referencing 

Cons: 
• Finding enough sources 
• Finding information – spent more time on research than 

writing itself 
• More time needed to find and request information (requesting 

archival material) 
• Time management 

Enhanced Research Skills: 



The Wikipedia Project 

Pros: 
• Learning about history: 

• People will do anything for gold 
• Canada was not as progressive as thought 
• Things are forgotten/missing that seem very important 

Cons: 

Enhanced Critical Thinking: 



The Wikipedia Project 

Pros: 

Cons: 
• Wiki code 
• People deleting information 
• General animosity toward Wikipedia 
• Disappearing sandboxes 

Enhanced Technical Abilities and Confidence: 



The Wikipedia Project 

Pros: 
• Contributing to the world via Wikipedia 
• Satisfying 
• Great appreciation for characters/article content 
• Open-ended articles 
• Learning about communication: 

• condense and summarize 
• less formal style 
• learning how to write historically/scholarly 

• An interesting substitution to a term paper 

Cons: 
• Class time suffered 

Other: 



The Wikipedia Project 

What We Learned: 

• Students appreciated that their work had a larger audience. 
• Students expressed a greater appreciation for research. 
• Students had a better understanding of Wikipedia authority. 
• Students can navigate technology but dislike creating using 

technology. 
• Encourage students to work in pairs. 
• Class time suffered. 
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Group grades ranged from 5 out of 10 to 8.5 out of 10; average = 6.2 out of 10. Like = 16; Didn’t like = 5
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