
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Getting the most out of Wikipedia 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org 
 
Wikipedia has grown quickly into an Internet phenomenon, a comprehensive 
encyclopedia with over 2 million articles written by volunteers that is now the 
7th most visited site on the net. (source: Alexa.com, ‘top 500 global sites’, 
November 2010. http://www.alexa.com/topsites) 
 
With this success has come a number of highly publicized problems about 
accuracy and reliability, coupled with issues about the reliance on it for 
school work by the ‘copy and paste generation’ who seem to be little 
concerned about plagiarism. 
 
Some schools have embraced it, others banned it… but rather like the 
challenge presented by the advent of the pocket calculator in the 1970s, it is 
here to stay, and the focus needs to be on helping students ‘verify their 
answers’. 
 
A few points of context should be borne in mind about Wikipedia: 
 
- It is free 
- It is compiled by enthusiasts 
- It is run by a charity (a US non-profit organization) 
- It has only existed for nine years 
- It is aimed at adults 
- It is not censored 
- It is not centrally checked 
- It has large swathes of undeveloped articles – ‘stubs’ 
 
These points which might be caveats are also the features which has made it 
the Internet’s greatest repository of sorted information, a compilation of 
material that would be too difficult to assemble from anywhere else. Its top 
articles are some of the best presentations of concentrated knowledge to be 
found anywhere, its vast bulk of articles are concise and factual. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Explore 
 
In navigating the vast resource that is Wikipedia, these are plenty of pointers 
that can help the user find quality and exploit the wealth that Wikipedia 
presents. 
 
Articles which have particular problems now often have a warning message, 
alerting users to issues such as inadequate referencing or disputed 
interpretation. They may not always mean an article is substandard, but show 
where development work is needed, and Wikipedia is placing greater stress 
recently on entries having proper in-line citations, hence the banners reading 
‘This article may require cleanup to meet Wikipedia’s quality standards’ seen 
at the top of articles and the frequent [citation needed] tags. 
 
Articles are gradually becoming graded for quality, ranging from the starred 
‘Featured Article’ and ‘Good Article’ through ‘B’and ‘C’ class down to ‘Start 
Class’ and the lowly ‘Stub’. 
 
The FA and GA articles are now among the best material available on the 
Internet, developed over thousands of edits with a panoply of citations. To 
take a few examples at random, look at ‘Renewable energy in Scotland’ 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Renewable_energy_in_Scotland or ‘I Know Why the Caged 
Bird Sings’ http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/I_Know_Why_the_Caged_Bird_Sings . 
 
Another indication of quality can come from an article’s inclusion in a 
‘Project’. Large teams of editors with particular interests have focused on 
their subject areas, which has meant that some fields have much deeper 
and better coverage than others. For example, Military History 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:MILHIST and Dinosaurs 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:DINO have very active projects and are 
exceptionally well nurtured while,  for example social sciences have much 
work yet to be done. 
 
The range of references and external links listed at the foot of an article are 
one of the best indicators of how well maintained it is, and how verifiable, 
and they offer an excellent guide for further exploration beyond Wikipedia by 
students. 
 
Rich resource 
 
One often overlooked resource is the fact that Wikipedia is a multi-language 
and multi-cultural encyclopedia – just click on a language in the left hand 
sidebar to see an article in French, or Russian, or Thai, or Welsh… Wikipedia 
has full support for non-Roman alphabets (screen view may depend on your 
computer fonts and settings), so take a look at articles in Arabic or Farsi, 
Gujarati or Urdu… Coverage in other languages is patchy, but to choose two 
examples, the articles on Terry Pratchett 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Terry_Pratchett) is available in 43 languages, J.R.R. 
Tolkien (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J._R._R._Tolkien) in 101. 
 



In fact, a number of foreign language editions of Wikipedia have a depth 
and quality that is comparable to the English version, if not sometimes better. 
The Polish language Wikipedia is highly developed, as is the German, which 
has a number of technical features not yet implemented in English, and none 
of the U.S.-centric approach for which the English language Wikipedia can 
be criticized. The Latin version is also surprisingly well developed, and offers 
excellent scope for investigation by Classics students. 
 
Check out also the vast repository of images offered through Wikipedia 
Commons. Click the box usually at bottom right of an article to see the range 
of pictures associated with it; most are openly licensed, but check the small 
print! 
 
One final point about using Wikipedia – it is free of advertising, one of the few 
places on the Internet where students are not bombarded by often 
inappropriate commercials. 
 
‘Trust, but verify’ 
 
The clock cannot be turned back on the pocket calculator, or on Google, or 
on Wikipedia, so use it and exploit it! Most importantly, educate students to 
use it responsibly (as with other Internet sources). A Wikipedia article can be 
approached in the same way that students are taught to assess their own 
project work: 
 
- Is it accurate? 
- Is it complete, covering all key points? 
- Is it balanced? 
- Does it cite its sources? 
- Does it have illustrations to enhance the text and convey extra 

information? 
- Is it checked for grammar and spelling? 
 
As comedian David Mitchell comments, 
 
 “readers should always question the veracity of what they read and 
the motives of whoever wrote it, and in the Internet age more than ever… 
And if Wikipedia, while being very informative in most cases, teaches a few 
lessons about questioning sources, then that’s all to the good.” 
    

http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2009/feb/22/wikipedia-internet 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Explore further 
 
To find out more about Wikipedia, use the comprehensive ‘Wikipedia:About’ 
guide  
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:About and the site’s extensive help pages – 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:Contents 
 
There is also a page specifically based on questions raised by schools at  
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:SFAQ . This gives a succinct overview of the 
policies and concepts of Wikipedia and the danger points to consider. 
 
To keep-up-to-date with changes and debates, look at the weekly 
newsletter Wikipedia Signpost http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:POST 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
This article is reprinted with minor revisions and updates from the article by 
Richard Leveridge in The School Librarian, Vol 57 No. 2, Summer 2009, p. 84. 


