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Wikipedia and Academia: a meaningful interaction

Corrado Petruccol, Valentina Gallo2

Universita di Padova — Dip. Philosophy, Sociology, Pedagogy & Applied Psycology
Universita di Padova — DISLL - Dipartimento di Studi Linguistici e Letterari

1.

Gli studenti utilizzano spesso Wikipedia come utile risorsa didattica ma con
una scarsa rielaborazione concettuale. E perd possibile cambiare il ruolo degli
studenti da semplici utilizzatori ad autori di voci dell’enciclopedia stessa. I con-
tributi del Convegno “Wikipedia in Academia” qui presentati, sono proprio il
resoconto di interessanti e fruttuose esperienze che molti docenti universitari
Italiani e di altri paesi hanno svolto nell’ambito della loro didattica disciplina-
re coinvolgendo gli studenti nella creazione/modifica di voci dell’enciclopedia
online.

Dai contributi emerge come questo processo di coinvolgimento puo avere
effetti positivi nell’apprendimento dei contenuti trattati, nello sviluppo delle
competenze digitali e nella propensione alla costruzione di conoscenza collabo-
rativa on-line. Per quanto riguarda lo sviluppo delle loro competenze digitali,
in particolare di quelle relative alla selezione e valutazione delle informazioni e
delle fonti online, queste sono necessarie proprio perché una voce enciclope-
dica cita delle fonti che devono necessariamente essere verificate dal punto di
vista dell’affidabilita; mentre potremmo parlare di participation literacy nel mo-
mento in cui ci si propone non solo come fruitori, ma anche come produttori di
informazione in una attivita partecipata e collaborativa, rispettando precise re-
gole. Una grande comunita come quella di Wikipedia infatti permette di svilup-
pare due aspetti del processo collaborativo: I'interazione tra pari che favorisce la
negoziazione e la co-costruzione di artefatti e dall’altro lato anche una relazione
tra apprendista-esperto tipico della “legitimate peripheral participation”.

Wikipedia quindi puo entrare a pieno titolo nei contesti educativi rappre-
sentando anche un’occasione per sperimentare forme di valutazione alterna-
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tive vicine all’authentic assessment, in quanto la voce enciclopedica diviene
un “boundary object” condiviso, oltre che tra gli studenti e i docenti, anche da
esperti esterni alle istituzioni educative e formative. Inoltre, il processo di rea-
lizzazione della voce da agli studenti una soddisfazione molto superiore rispet-
to ad una tradizionale verifica scritta sulla singola disciplina che sarebbe stata
letta solo dal docente e/o dal tutor: sapere che invece potenzialmente la voce di
Wikipedia creata o editata dagli studenti potrebbe avere migliaia di lettori, li ha
responsabilizzati e stimolati motivandoli allo studio della singola disciplina e
sensibilizzandoli alla condivisione sociale della conoscenza.

2. 1l volume offre un’ampia rassegna dei rapporti tra la ricerca e la didatti-
ca universitaria, e Wikipedia, molto piu fitti di quanto non si sarebbe disposti
a credere, a tener fede alle reticenze degli scienziati stessi, svelate da Neil C.
Thompson, nel saggio di apertura del volume, Science Is Shaped by Wikipedia:
Evidence From a Randomized Control Trial. Wikipedia é infatti un fenomeno as-
sai controverso ed essa stessa luogo di accesi dibattiti e forte conflittualita di cui
le voci pubblicate non rendono conto: lo studio di questo fenomeno é al centro
del progetto Negapedia, di cui relazionano M. Marchiori, E. Bonetti Vieno, M.
Botticchia, R. Bucco e M. Chilese (Negapedia, the negative version of Wikipedia: a
trip into conflicts and passions) che consente di monitorare il grado di conflittua-
lita e il volume delle polemiche innescate dagli argomenti dello scibile archiviati
sulle varie Wikipedia nazionali.

La wiki-conflittualita é insita, d’altra parte, in una forma di trasmissione
del sapere che, come spiega Armando Bisogno in Wikipedia loves science, ha
capovolto secoli di conoscenza regolata da strutture verticistiche: la rivoluzione
di Wikipedia consiste appunto nella creazione di una comunita orizzontale di
contributori non selezionati su base scientifica, a cui le aule universitarie pos-
sono offrire competenze disciplinari e trasparenza dei processi di costruzione.

Un secondo gruppo di interventi rende conto, per ’appunto, delle potenzia-
lita didattiche di Wikipedia all’'Universita: si comincia con il saggio di Corrado
Petrucco, Wikipedia and Academia: a complementary formative assessment in
University Courses, che fornisce le basi teoriche della sperimentazione di Wiki-
pedia nelle aule universitarie; e si prosegue con quello di Eduard Aibar, Wiki-
pedia at University: what faculty think and do about it, che rende noti i risultati
di un sondaggio svolto in due universita della Catalogna, dal quale emerge la
diffusione dell'uso di Wikipedia nella didattica universitaria; diffusione inco-
raggiata non soltanto dalle ricadute disciplinari, ma soprattutto, come osserva
Brian McKenzie, Using Wikipedia to Teach Information Literacy: From Positivism
to Critical Pedagogy, perché permette di osservare e di incrementare la consa-
pevolezza nei processi sociali di costruzione della conoscenza. A queste speri-
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mentazioni possono offrire un grande contributo i ‘Wikimediani in residenza’,
una figura di esperti di Wikipedia di cui parla Marco Chemello, Wikimediani
in residenza: le figure di sostegno alle attivita con Wikipedia all’Universita e nelle
Istituzioni.

1l wikipediano in residenza ¢ una figura di supporto e di consulenza adottata
dall’Universita di Padova, impegnata massivamente nella sperimentazione di-
dattica di Wikipedia, come documentano Dario da Re (Wikipedia all’Universita
di Padova) e Cinzia Ferranti (Il progetto “Didattica con Wikipedia™: le competen-
ze sviluppate nei singoli progetti disciplinari) che sottolinea come I'impiego di
Wikipedia nella didattica dell’universita abbia favorito processi di innovazione
dall’interno e di proiezione verso 'esterno del sapere trasmesso nelle aule uni-
versitarie.

Un’ultima serie di saggi raccoglie le testimonianze sugli usi disciplinari di
Wikipedia nella didattica universitaria: dalla Storia della Filosofia (Fabio Gri-
genti, Wikipedia e Storia della Filosofia: I'uso didattico di Wikipedia nell’inse-
gnamento della Storia della filosofia) all'Informatica applicata alle scienze filo-
sofiche (Luigi Catalani, Costruire un manuale universitario con gli studenti su
Wikibooks), dalla Letteratura italiana (Valentina Gallo, Wikipedia within Italian
literature teaching) alla Filologia romanza (Francesca Gambino, Wikipedia and
Romance Philology), dalle Lingue straniere (Carmen Castillo Pefia, Wikipedia
como recurso para la didactica de espaniol lengua extranjera con fines académicos
(EFA) e Francesca Helm, Exploring English and multilingualism in Wikipedia)
alla traduzione (Maria Teresa Musacchio, Teaching translation via Wikipedia e
Maristella Gatto, Wikipedia nella didattica della traduzione), fino alla Farmacolo-
gia e Farmacoterapia (Guglielmina Froldi, Wikipedia in teaching “Pharmacology
and Pharmacotherapy” to Pharmacy students).






Science Is Shaped by Wikipedia: Evidence From a Randomized
Control Trial

Neil C. Thompson

MIT Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence Lab (CSAIL); MIT Initiative on the
Digital Economy

Abstract. “I sometimes think that general and popular treatises are almost as important
for the progress of science as original work” — Charles Darwin, 1865. This paper asks
whether “general and popular treatises” are more than just summaries of science for the
general public. Do popular treatises also influence researchers and their contributions
to science? Rephrasing this into the language of economics, we ask whether the
provision of known scientific knowledge in an open, accessible repository can shape the
scientific discussion of those ideas and, in particular, whether Wikipedia already does.
We provide correlational evidence of this across thousands of Wikipedia articles and
causal evidence of it through a randomized control trial where we add new scientific
content to Wikipedia.

Keywords: University, Wikipedia,

Wikipedia and the public communication of science

As the largest encyclopedia in the world, it is not surprising that Wikipedia
reflects the state of scientific knowledge. However, Wikipedia is also one of the
most accessed websites in the world, including by scientists, which suggests
that it also has the potential to shape science. Wikipedia is one of the largest
informational public goods providers for science. It is freely available,easily
accessible, and is the 5th most visited website in the world (Alexa 2017). A wide
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variety of scientific topics are covered on Wikipedia, and a substantial fraction
of Wikipedia articles are on scientific topics. Depending on the definition and
methods used, Wikipedia has 0.5-1.0 million scientific articles, representing one
article for every ~120 scientific journal articles. The scientific sophistication of
these articles can be substantial. Based on spot testing in Chemistry, we find that
Wikipedia covers more than 90% of the topics discussed at the undergraduate
level at top-tier research universities, and about half of those covered at the
introductory graduate level.Given this extensive coverage, it is clear that
Wikipedia reflects science. But does it also shape science?

Do scientists read Wikipedia articles and encounter news ideas? Or perhaps
scientists encounter ideas on

Wikipedia that they are already aware of, but which are brought together
in a way that influences how they think about them? One could imagine, for
example, that in a broad academic field, a concept from one part of the literature
might not have been encountered by people from another until it is seen on
Wikipedia. A further possibility is that a scientist could lack access to costly
journals, and thus the appearance of an idea on Wikipedia could be that person’s
only access to that scientific knowledge.

Incorporating ideas into Wikipedia leads to those ideas being used more
in the scientific literature. To establish the causal impact of Wikipedia, we
performed an experiment. We commissioned subject matter experts to create
new Wikipedia articles on scientific topics not covered in Wikipedia. These
newlyc reated articles were randomized, with half being added to Wikipedia
and half being held back as a control group.

If Wikipedia shapes the scientific literature, then the text from the treatment
group articles should appear more often in the scientific literature than the text
from the control articles. We find exactly that; the word-usage patterns from
the treatment group show up more in the prose in the scientific literature than
do those from the control group and that these effects are large. We provide
correlational evidence of this across thousands of Wikipedia articles and causal
evidence of it through a randomized control trial where we add new scientific
content to Wikipedia.

We find that the causal impact is strong, with Wikipedia influencing
roughly one in every ~830 words in related scientific journal articles. We also
find causal evidence that the scientific articles referenced in Wikipedia receive
more citations, suggesting that Wikipedia complements the traditional journal
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system by pointing researchers to key underlying scientific articles.

Our findings speak not only to the influence of Wikipedia, but more broadly
to the influence of repositories of scientific knowledge and the role that they
play in the creation of scientific knowledge. The results suggest that increased
provision of information in accessible repositories is a very cost-effective
way to advance science. We also find that such gains are equity-improving,
disproportionately benefitting those without traditional access to scientific
information.

References

Thompson, N. C., & Hanley, D. (2018). Paper to be presented at DRUID18
Copenhagen Business School, Copenhagen, Denmark June 11-13, 2018.






Wikipedia at University: what faculty think and do about it
Eduard Aibar

Universitat Oberta de Catalunya

Abstract. Despite the alleged sceptical attitude of university faculty towards Wikipedia,
an increasing number of teaching experiences using Wikipedia have begun to appear
at different universities around the world. We have carried out an empirical study —
mainly through an online survey to all faculty members of two Catalan universities,
with 913 valid responses - to investigate perceptions and attitudes towards Wikipedia.
The questionnaire was designed to measure different constructs: perceived quality
of Wikipedia, teaching practices involving Wikipedia, use experience, perceived
usefulness, etc. Control items were also included for gathering information on gender,
age, teaching experience, academic rank, area of expertise, etc. This work presents and
discusses the main results we have obtained.

Keywords: University, teaching tools, Wikipedia, faculty

Wikipedia and the public communication of science

Wikipedia is one of the largest human collaborative efforts ever made. It
aims at becoming “the sum of all knowledge” and nowadays contains more
than 40 million articles in 309 different languages. It is the 5th most popular
web site and the main source of information for most internet users. Everyday
the site generates more than half a billion page-views. Many people search for
so-called ‘popular culture’ issues: celebrities, films, TV series, sports, etc. But
Wikipedia has also become the most important source of scientific and technical
information for most citizens - including students at all education levels.
Wikipedia is actually the most important channel for the public communication
of science - though scientists and scientific institutions are hardly aware of this
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fact.

Recent studies on communication and public perception of science agree
that the Internet has become, for most people, the main source of scientific
information (Brossard and Scheufele 2013; FECYT 2012). In recent years the
Internet has surpassed traditional media in this regard: newspapers, radio and
television. According to a study by the National Science Foundation (USA) more
than 60% of citizens seeking scientific information on specific topics, turn first
to the Internet while only 12% are still using the online versions of traditional
media—newspapers or magazines (National Science Board 2012).

Data from the Spanish Survey on the Social Perception of Science (FECYT
2012) show that the Internet is also the main source of scientific information
for the Spanish public-for 40.9% of respondents. For the first time in Spain,
the Internet is above TV (31%) and well above the rest. When asked about the
type of Internet resources used for scientific information, 21.7% say they use
Wikipedia as their main source. Only blogs and social media are above, but since
both include a large variety of instances, Wikipedia can actually be considered
the most consulted singular source and, therefore, the most important channel
for the public communication of science nowadays.

Studying the interactions between Science and Wikipedia

A few years ago our research group decided to explore the interactions
between these two realms -science and Wikipedia- and analyze possible
conflicts, tensions or mutual enrichment processes. To put it bluntly we were
interested to see both (1) what scientists do and think about Wikipedia and (2)
what Wikipedia does to science. The first part of the project, already completed,
studied the perception and practices of academic faculty —taken as a good proxy
for ‘scientists’~ about Wikipedia. The second part, still ongoing, is aimed at
analyzing the scientific content of Wikipedia, i.e. the subset of articles dealing
with science and technology issues, in order to see how the non-expert nature
of most of its editors and the open collaborative style of Wikipedia shapes the
way science and technology issues are depicted in its articles.

Different empirical studies show that Wikipedia is heavily and frequently
used by a large majority of university students to carry out different
assignments and tasks (Wannemacher and Schulenburg 2010). Though there are
very few studies with substantive empirical data on the attitude of university
faculty members about Wikipedia —see, as a recent exception, Soules (2015)-
the common view is that they do not seem to be so positive: academics and
scientists are thought to perceive Wikipedia with skepticism or cynicism and
very few become actual editors, improving or creating articles.
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Our own study was based on a large online survey (913 valid responses) to
all faculty members (3,639 people) in two large public universities in Catalonia,
Spain (Universitat Oberta de Catalunya - an online university - and Universitat
Pompeu Fabra - a brick-and-mortar university) in order to analyze their
perceptions, attitudes and practices on Wikipedia. Our main results have been
published in Aibar et al. (2015), Meseguer at al. (2016) and Llados-Masllorens et
al. (2017).

Wikipedia and academic faculty

Our results show (£2.81% for overall data in the case of maximum uncertainty;
p=q=0.5; confidence level 95%) that the overall quality of Wikipedia articles
is highly valued and most faculty members are also regular users, mainly for
information seeking.

The results of our survey do not support, contrary to widespread opinion,
an overwhelming negative or skeptical attitude among university faculty
towards Wikipedia. On the one hand, not only do most of them see it as a useful
teaching resource (46.8%, while only 18.8% don’t) but few feel uncomfortable
about students using it as a source of information (23.1%). On the other hand,
the overall quality of Wikipedia articles is quite positively valued. From the
three questions asking about quality, reliability and updating, all of them got
a striking majority of positive answers — only articles’ comprehensiveness
received a slightly negative evaluation. The common assumption that most
faculty members perceive Wikipedia as an inaccurate and unreliable source of
information is not supported by our survey.

When considering their level of use of Wikipedia both for professional
and personal matters but without focusing specifically on teaching activities,
faculty members show a similar behavior to that reported for students - which
confronted to common assumptions is indeed a surprising finding. Most of them
are regular users of Wikipedia: 62.6% for personal matters and 55.3% for academic
matters. In fact, our control data even show that a relatively high percentage
of them (13.5%) are even registered users of Wikipedia—far beyond the average
rate of registered users for the general population of Catalonia (0.4%). All in all,
our survey depicts faculty members as frequent users of Wikipedia as long as
passive use—information seeking mainly—-is concerned.

Another remarkable finding is that private instances of use — whether
professional or personal — are not matched by public uses (i.e., those that
require some sort of publicly stated commitment). While frequently using it in
the private sphere, most faculty members think Wikipedia is not well regarded
by their colleagues as a respectable source of information (53.2%). Although
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they find it useful and rich, they do not tend to recommend its use to students
(27.2%) and even less to their colleagues (23.1%). They are frequent users but
prefer not to talk about it. Wikipedia seems to be for academics what porn
is for polite dinner conversations - as Pedro Jacobetty, then a PhD student in
our group, sharply put it. Something that people mock, but that no one admits
using.

In general, this deep dependence on colleagues’ opinion and behavior,
together with the preference for private uses of Wikipedia — those not involving
public acknowledgement — create a negative feedback loop. Since colleagues do
not talk much about it, most faculty members tend to think their colleagues do
not use it because they find it inappropriate or unreliable and that prevents them
to publicly expose their own positive opinion and intensive use. Though most
respondents (N=856) do not take a clear side (40.0% choosing the midpoint),
those that think colleagues do not use it much (34.0%) significantly outnumber
those who think they do (26.0%).

In fact, colleagues seem to act as strong role models for most faculty members
on this issue, whereas the institutional context — their own university policies
and culture — seems less important. Even quality assessment of Wikipedia
content seems to be dependent on their perception of colleagues’ position
about it. Consistent with that, belonging to a specific area of expertise seems
to be more decisive than formal institutional affiliation. Like some of the past
literature (Eijkman 2010), our study finds that faculty from STEM fields show
a more positive assessment and use of Wikipedia than their social sciences and
humanities’ colleagues. The hypothetical clash between the scientific/academic
culture and the peer production paradigm of Wikipedia is eventually modulated
by the particular subcultures of more specific scientific disciplines. As former
STS (Science & Technology Studies) works on science culture have demonstrated
(Knorr-Cetina 1992), there are enormous disparities — in methods, practices and
epistemological styles — between different sciences.

Best practice guide for using Wikipedia at universities

Our research project had also another more practical purpose. We detected
about 100 teaching experiences with Wikipedia in universities around the world.
We contacted lecturers and professors in charge of those courses and asked them
very detailed information on their teaching experiences with Wikipedia. In
particular, we requested general information about the faculty member (name,
academic position, university, country...), general information about the course
in which the teaching practice was conducted (course name, academic field or
discipline to which it belonged, academic level, number of years during which



Eduard Aibar 19

it has been done, which language edition of Wikipedia it was aimed for), details
about the task or tasks that students were asked to do (type of activity to be
performed, educational objectives, assessment model, course organization. ..),
additional information on resources used (whether or not they had outside help,
support materials, publications ...) and questions about their global assessment
of the experience.

By analyzing the information collected (a total of 52 answers out of 100
contacted faculty members), we produced a guide (Lerga & Aibar 2015) with
plenty of recommendations and practical examples to highlight the most
relevant and useful information gathered in the study, in order to help faculty
members in designing assignments with Wikipedia. The guide has got 6 main
sections with 18 sample forms and a final section on resources. It was published
online, with a Creative Commons license, in three different languages: English,
Catalan and Spanish.

Wikipedia and university: teaching and social benefits

A final remark can be made on the benefits of actively using Wikipedia
in higher education - particularly for developing assignments where students
improve or create Wikipedia articles in specific subjects. Though previous studies
have successfully highlighted the positive educational improvement of different
students’ abilities, such as motivation, collaboration, critical reviewing, writing
and referencing skills (Jemileniak & Aibar 2016), much less has been said on
the urgency for scientists and scholars to pay attention to Wikipedia as a new
and powerful channel for the public communication of science. The widespread
social use of Wikipedia as a source for scientific information - including
information on medical and health issues — for the general public, should also
encourage a more active and systematic engagement of professional scientists
and scholars in improving this free encyclopaedia’s content in science-related
matters.

Nevertheless the fact is that scientists, scientific institutions - from
universities to laboratories or research centres — and public bodies funding
research are mostly unaware of this remarkable phenomenon. When dealing
with public communication of their work, they still mainly focus on traditional
media or, at most, they turn to private social media in the Internet.
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Negapedia, the negative version of Wikipedia:
a trip into conflicts and passions
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If you had to define Wikipedia using only one word, what would you use? The answer
is easy: crowdsourcing. It is the power of crowdsourcing (individual efforts that,
summed up, make for a greater whole) that contributed to the enormous growth of
Wikipedia, leading it to its success. However, anything has pro’s and con’s, and as
such even crowdsourcing, a beautiful and effective idea, has its pitfalls. The dark side
of crowdsourcing is just its distributed nature: if everyone can contribute, then also
everyone can destroy. “Destroy” here is used figuratively: destroy the impartiality of
the information. So, what can happen is that everyone can alter information according
to various pulses, like bias, personal interests, commercial factors, political motivations
and so on. Information can therefore be changed, added, removed, so to present users
with a certain biased perspective. All this process stays in the background, as normal
users are only presented with the final version of every page, assuming it is the definitive
answer whereas it may be just a transient by-product of the underlying information
war. In order to ameliorate this problem, and also to further study these phenomena,
Negapedia, the negative version of Wikipedia, has been introduced. Negapedia is an
online system that analyzes these underlying layers of social wars and make them
explicit via online portals, so that anyone can actually see what is going on behind the
scene and grasp the complex turmoil that is behind the visible outer layer of Wikipedia.
In this paper we illustrate the state of project and its most recent developments.

Keywords: Wikipedia, bias, fake news, big data, social systems, data science, nationalization.
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Introduction

As Mark Twain used to say, “Truth is stranger than fiction”. The same
holds in many instances of our societies, and this quote can well be seen as the
inspiration leading to the development of project Negapedia.

Our lives are made of good and bad things, and this reflects on everything
humanity does. This duality is also present in Wikipedia, which is the product
of big social interactions: people from all around the world help to shape the
fundamental encyclopedia of our times. Like every social interaction, the creation
of articles in Wikipedia is subject to a balancing between positive and negative
forces, where people add or delete information in reaction to different impulses.
In fact, information is not just made of facts, but also of needs, contrapositions,
biases, interests. These aspects trigger epic battles in many parts of Wikipedia,
battles that evolve through time and that mirror our society, with its multitude
of opinions and consequent clashes.

As such, it is normal that Wikipedia has been the source of ongoing research
(see for instance [1—5]). The Negapedia project continues along the research
line, but was also developed with another major task in mind: to expose these
epic battles to the general public, showing the negative side of every page: the
underlying layer of social turbulence, of good and evil, that continuously shapes
the information we see. For each Wikipedia, we can generate a corresponding
Negapedia online portal, a “negative view” that exposes all the underlying
social battles that shape information as we see it. All Negapedia portals have
been developed for the general public and follow as far as possible the highest
standards of web quality. For instance, we conform as much as possible to the
W3C Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG, cf. [6—8]), to the Accessible
Rich Internet Applications specification (WAI-ARIA, cf. [9]), and also paid
special attention to the usability of the system (cf. [10]).

Given that Wikipedia pages are the product of positive and negative forces,
the problem arises: how do we show such negativity? Remember that our main
task is to talk to the general public: so, even if various levels of complexity
are possible, there is the need for simple and yet meaningful ways to quickly
summarize the negativity of a page. Negapedia uses two measures, conflict and
polemic, somehow complementary to each other. Conflict and polemic vary
with time, and so every page shows both the recent situation and the historical
trend of negativity, thus illustrating the evolutionary behavior. Conflict and
polemic of pages can also be compared, providing ranks (for instance top ten’s)
and corresponding awards.

Fights occur in Wikipedia in various forms, for instance every time a
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sentence is deleted, or when an entire page is brought back to an older version.
Conlflict measures the overall combined size of these fights: in other words,
how big is the underlying informative battle. Therefore, a high level of conflict
corresponds to very unstable content, whereas a low level of conflict corresponds
to content that, once added, tends to stay stable. Summing up, conflict measures
the quantity of negativity.

Knowing about conflict tells us about the negativity within a page, but what
about its community? For instance, the people behind a page could be pacific,
but then the arrival of few users could provoke a fight of large proportions,
bringing conflict up. Alternatively, the content of a page might be stable (low
conflict), but the micro social world of that page could be highly polemical,
leading many users to small battles. So, a high conflict does not necessarily
mean a generally hostile community, and a low conflict does not imply a
pacific community. Polemic takes these other subtle aspects into account, not
measuring the quantity of fights (like conflict) but instead their quality: the
hostility level of the community.

For more technical details on the project, we refer the interested reader to
[11—14].

In the following we provide a description of the current state of the
project, including some recent developments like the Nationalization and the
Localization parts.

The Nationalization Project

Negapedia was first launched (back in 2017) as a single portal exposing the
English version of Wikipedia. The portal has had a great success, so to trigger
the next logical step: try to build a corresponding Negapedia not only for the
biggest English Wikipedia, but also for other national languages. This implied
quite some effort to make all the system as language independent as possible
and brought along a variety of other technical problems. The first step was done
the next year, in 2018, when the Italian Negapedia was launched, gaining a lot
of traction and interest by the local Italian audience (not surprisingly, given that
the closer conflicts and passions are, the more people get interested). Eventually,
in 2019, a truly multilingual system was developed, and so we started a roll-out
of national Negapedia’s, starting from the Spanish one and proceedings with a
number of other languages.

At the moment of writing, we offer Negapedia portals for each of these
55 languages: Afrikaans, Arabic, Basque, Bengali, Bulgarian, Catalan, Chinese,
Czech, Danish, Dutch, English, Emilian, Finnish, French, Friulan, German,
Greek, Hebrew, Hindi, Hungarian, Indonesian, Irish, Italian, Japanese, Korean,
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Latin, Ligurian, Lombard, Malay, Marathi, Neapolitan, Norwegian, Persian,
Piedmonts’, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, Russian, Sardinian, Scottish, Sicilian,
Spanish, Swahili, Tamil, Tarantino, Telugu, Thai, Turkish, Ukrainian, Urdu,
Vietnamese, Western, Punjabi, Veneto, Wu.

More languages are coming, but we obviously had to make a choice about
which languages to tackle first. This choice of languages has been carefully
planned so to prioritize languages first according to their usage (number of
people speaking that language in the world) and secondarily according to
their Wikipedia audience (number of people interacting with that Wikipedia).
In addition, we made a special exception to tackle regional languages (Italian,
English and Spanish), so to experiment also with exploring micro-societies, and
also included the Latin language, so to analyze a trans-national society.

The creation of so many language-dependent Negapedia portals also
brought the necessity to build a central portal acting as reference for the whole
project: we then created www.negapedia.org, which acts as gathering point for
news, pointers and so on.

The World Passions

The global (English) Negapedia offers a remarkable panoramic of passions,
allowing to study the wide complex behavior of people. We mention for instance
some selected results from the last refresh (a more updated 2020 refresh is in
progress this year).

Starting with the all-time top ten of conflict, we see a podium composed by
George W. Bush, Wikipedia and the United States. The next three places are an
alternating combination made up by Adolf Hitler, Barack Obama and Jesus. So,
earth beats paradise: contemporary politicians and the US take the leading roles,
Hitler comes next (although fading in the last years) and then Jesus follows.
Going on into this alternation, the next positions are taken by Britney Spears,
Democracy, Michael Jackson and Harry Potter: after earth politics and paradise,
music and the arts again intermingle with the fundamental political idea of our
world, the same concept of Democracy.

The year 2018 sees a podium made by people and sport: Sridavi, the “first
female superstar” of Indian cinema, gets the gold medal, followed by the 2018
Winter Olympics and by Prince Harry. The rest of the top ten sees a strong
presence of people (cricketer Rohit Sharma, activist Tommy Robinson, actor
Jack Black, actress Gal Gadot), but also mixed entries like Walmart, the 2.0
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science fiction movie, and the Stoneman Douglas High School shooting.

Browsing thru 2018 conflicts thru specific categories, here are some selected
picks. In Health we find in the podium again a battle between hell and paradise:
the Urinary system and Cosmetics. In Nature, here comes in the podium Modern
flat Earth societies (yes ladies and gentlemen, it’s 2018!). In Religion, Jehovah’s
Witnesses almost get the top position (but Krishna beats them). In Technology,
Artificial Intelligence wins (are you surprised?), followed by the strange couple
made by Windows 10 and the Assault weapon (next time Windows gets stuck,
you know what to do). In Society, Terrorism and School shooting get the podium
(but Walmart beats them all). The most debated geographical place? No, it’s not
the USA, which is not even in the top ten: Paris gets close in second place, but
the gold medal goes to Finland (!) The world most debated issues in Philosophy
and thinking? The top spot goes to the White genocide conspiracy theory, with
in the top ten also the White Supremacy. Oh, but do not despair, it’s not all
that gloomy, the world philosophical debate is various, so here we go also with
Capitalism and Veganism, as well as interesting pairs like Friendship and Illegal
immigration. Confused about the variety of the global society? Don’t be, we can
always resort to the logical world of Mathematics. Here the most debated issues
include the place where it all starts, the number 1, which (consistently...) gets
the first place: math is easy after all.

What about the year 2019? At the moment of the last refresh, the first
place goes again to a person, South Korean singer Jungkook, followed on the
podium by two political events belonging to US contemporary history: the 2020
Democratic Party presidential primaries and the 2018-19 United States federal
government shutdown. The rest of the top ten is again filled by lot of people,
mixing arts and politics (rappers Danielle Bregoli and Blueface, politicians
Ilhan Omar and Juan Guaidd), but also with entertainment popping up, with
videogames (Brawl Star) and sport (the Super Bowl LIII).

Among the other various rankings, a special mention goes to the presently
most heated cultural issue in the world: The Three Little Pigs (!) Maybe that is
the true synthesis of the world spirit, to be afraid of the big bad wolf: the quote
by Mark Twain we mentioned at the beginning doesn’t look so strange after all.

Multilingual passions: the Spanish case

As mentioned before there are so far 55 different portals, offering a unique
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opportunity to view the cultural differences between so many language
communities. For instance, let’s consider the Spanish Negapedia, that allows to
see what the most debated topics in the Hispanic world are.

Starting from the most debated issues of all times, the first place goes to
Venezuela, which beats the Catholic Church in second place, and the Spanish
language in third. The rest of the top ten is filled with geographical places
(Ecuador, France, Madrid, Peru, Spain), but Japanese manga also appear (Dragon
Ball) as well as football (with soccer player Ronaldinho).

What about the passions of the year 2018? Here the first position is again
taken by a state (Peru), but in the top ten we also find surprises like the Moon (!)

Regarding the most debated people, the podium is made up by John Lennon,
Shakira and Paulo Dybala, but we also find peacekeepers like Gandhi and
Mandela.

Among the cultural topics that caused most debate, beauty (Miss Universe)
beats soccer (the Libertadores Cup, and the Soccer World Championship), but
in the top ten we also find sexual topics (LGBT, and homosexuality), as well as
the most debated tv show: Operacion Triunfo.

Regarding the latest passions, looking at what has happened in 2019 (at
the time of the latest refresh), the topmost debated issues are Chile, the 25th
of March, the south-Korean boyband Stray Kids and Facebook. Among the
topmost debated issues, we also find Water, Cats, and the Queen.

The most debated people in 2019? We find big names like Pablo Picasso,
Shakira and Steve Jobs, but the top position is in fact taken by singer Cepeda,
who beats them all.

Curiosities? Our artificial intelligence system assigned three highly debated
topics, Water, Cats and Madrid, to the category Culture, Arts and Entertainment,
a sign that in the Spanish world Water is not just a physical element, our
beloved Cats are not just pets, and that Madrid is not just a geographical place:
all of them have such a cultural impact that their place in the Spanish world of
passions goes much beyond.

The Micro Level: Regions

As said, during the language selection phase we also decided to tackle into
the realm of regional languages, that offer a very interesting panoramic of
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micro-societal behavior. So, for instance, analyzing the data of dialectal Italian
Wikipedia’s we can understand what the most debated topics in the Italian
regions are, and look for similarities and differences. Ten portals are present to
view and study the social situations of the Emilian, Friulan, Ligurian, Lombard,
Neapolitan, Piedmonts’, Sardinian, Sicilian, Tarantino and Veneto regions.
Dually, as also mentioned before, there is also a portal dedicated to a trans-
regional and possibly trans-national society, that of the Latinists, a community
spread in all the Italian regions and all over the world.

The underlying picture is that regional behaviors are very different, showing
notable differences from region to region. For example, looking at the most
debated personalities, a diversified and partly surprising picture emerges, a sort
of “game of strange couples” that shows very particular associations.

Starting, for example, this game of couples with the Emilians, we find in the
first places the strange couple Adolf Hitler and Immanuel Kant.

For the Friulans instead, another strange couple, Pape Zuan Pauli IT (Pope
John Paul IT) and Fabrizio de André (musician).

In Liguria the strange couple becomes Darwin and Mozart, while in the
last year a particular podium of controversies stands out: the Bacterium, the
Moviménto 5 Stelle (Five Star Movement, political party), and the Sucaré (sugar).

In Lombardy the strange most controversial couple is given by Umberto
Bossi (politician) and Barack Obama, while in the last year we find another
peculiar couple, the one formed by Beppe Grillo (comic actor and politic activist)
and Vittorio Sgarbi (art critic).

In the Neapolitan singer Selena Gomez beats Gigi d’Alessio (Italian singer),
while in the last year here is a podium composed by Roberto Saviano (writer),
Zucchero Fornaciari (musician) and Sofia Loren (actress).

The Piedmonts’ are distinguished, with characters like the poet Nino Costa,
the saint Pedro de Betancur, and Carl Magn (Charlemagne).

Even the Sardinians are not far behind, with particular conflicts that see for
example in the first places the couple Aristotele (Aristotle) and Gandhi.

For the Sicilians, however, the music predominates, with first place singers
Gianni Vezzosi, Michael Jackson, Elvis Presley and Bello Figo Gu. But in the last
year here also come Di Maio (politician), Buffon (goalkeeper), the sport of Palluni
(soccer) and Culonia (colony, but in Italian this name sounds... ambiguous!).

In the Tarantino instead the strange couple in the last year is formed by
Pape Giuanne Paule II (Pope John Paul II) and Quentin ... Tarantino!

The Venetians have instead a strange pair formed by Luca Zaia (governor of
the region) and Fidel Castro (with third place, to complete the podium, Lisandro
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Magno, that is to say Alexander the Great).

And the Latinists instead? Here the situation becomes complicated. If in the
long run we find Gaius Iulius Caesar, Adolf Hitler and Iustinus Bieber (Justin
Bieber), in the last year the times have changed: Barbara D’Urso (the Italian
equivalent of Oprah) wins among the people, while the first place goes to the
Penis, with the Motus V stellarum (Five Star Movement, the political party) on
the podium.

Different thoughts for different regions therefore, which confirm unique
and particular passions. Is there something that unites such regions, apparently
so different? Yes, for example, a common very controversial topic: Asia.

The Localization Project

Tackling multiple languages with the nationalization project also posed
another related problem: the language in which each Negapedia is written. In
Wikipedia, local portals are written in the local language: thus, for instance
the Spanish Wikipedia is itself written in Spanish, and so on. We felt like this
approach was too limitative, and so tried to go further via a parallel effort of
localization. The aim of the localization project is to allow, as far as possible, to
make people view each Negapedia portal in their own language, independently
on the language Negapedia is analyzing. So, back to the Spanish example, we
would like to allow Spanish people to read the Negapedia Spanish portal in
Spanish, but also English-reading people to read it in English, Italian people
to read it in Italian and so on. This makes for a truly international effort where
people can not only observe what happens within their own Wikipedia, but also
explore what happens in the other cultures of the world.

Needless to say, this is a lot of work: so far, we have a system which also
allows for localization, using a specially developed internationalization (i18n)
JavaScript abstraction. The languages currently supported are four (English,
Italian, Spanish and Portuguese), and more localizations will be added in the
future (alas, it still takes a lot of time and efforts to properly nationalize a
website in a different language, even when having an 118n abstraction layer).
Currently language selection is automatic (people see the Negapedia portals
in the language that is closer to them, according to their browser preferences)
and defaults to English when no suitable match is found. In the future, the
localization functionalities will be more advanced, allowing for example users
to directly switch among languages, overriding their browser settings.



M. Marchiori, E. Bonetti Vieno, M. Botticchia, R. Bucco, M. Chilese 29

Conclusion

Information in this age is mostly an online social phenomenon, and as such
it is critical to understand and study it in the most accurate ways. With project
Negapedia we are facing the big task of not only analyzing, but also exposing
to the general public the underlying side of information, that evolving process
where it is modeled, changed, altered, shaped. This is a constantly changing
process, making what can be called liquid information, information that is
hardly stable but instead varies over time and over different pulses. With the
Negapedia project we are committed not only to study and better understand
these phenomena, but also to offer a public service, exposing online these
hidden layers of liquid information so to make people aware of the transient
and mutable nature of information. We have developed a multi-lingual system
and so far produced 55 Negapedia portals, allowing to study the corresponding
societies, look at their similarities and differences, enabling a unique opportunity
to delve into the driving forces of information, the laws that govern them, and
the historical differences that make cultures alive and mutating objects, defining
what humanity is.
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Abstract: Academic perception of Wikipedia has changed significantly: it is now seen
as useful teaching resource as well as collaborative knowledge building tool. It can
be used for teaching purposes by assigning students to create and edit encyclopedia
articles. This can have many benefits such as improving students’ understanding of
content, the development of intrinsic motivation to learn and the digital competences.
With Wikipedia we can also experiment interesting new forms of assessment that
complement traditional approach: students can be assessed on the basis, for example, of
their skills in Information Literacy and collaborative writing, but also of their skills in
dialog and communication when responding to feedback from other Wikipedia editors.
This process is very useful for the students, as they must reply to critical comments,
learn to sustain their choices with sound arguments and reach a consensus on the
content. Essentially, this can be seen as a co-participated formative assessment, no
longer carried out only by the teacher but open to actors from outside the University.

Wikipedia the perceptions of students and academic

Students use Wikipedia as an academic resource (Selwyn & Gorard, 2016)
because it provides them with a fast, flexible and easy to use source of knowledge
(Blikstad-Balas, 2016). University professors, and teachers in general, initially
viewed their students’ use of the online encyclopedia unfavorably, while
admitting that they frequently used it themselves (Head, & Eisenberg, 2010).
This negative attitude was due to a number of misconceptions that cast doubt
on the effectiveness of Wikipedia’s revision, oversight and control process,
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given the lack of an editorial board. In general, criticisms have concerned the
reliability of content, as anyone can create and edit it, the “shared authorship”,
or in other words, the possibility that the author of an article may not be
identifiable, and the fear that students will use Wikipedia as a quick way to cut
and paste material ( i.e. plagiarism).

Indeed, Wikipedia has caused a crisis within the concept of authoring and
the “principle of authority®, concepts on which the traditional encyclopaedia
has always been based on since the eighteenth century’s famous Encyclopédie
ou Dictionnaire Raisonné des Sciences, des Arts et des Métiers of Diderot and of
Alembert. In Wikipedia reliability/verification of an argument dealt with is
related to the concept of a secondary source. In its own rights it is itself a
secondary source, which must anyway quote in each of its articles the primary
influential source, in which it refers to. From this point of view, the necessity
to validate the source is however not only a problem of Wikipedia, but of all
the resources found in the internet. Schools and university experience with the
free encyclopaedia are now many all around the world. They have supplied a
starting point at an institutional level for its direct introduction in the teaching
practice.

Educational benefits using Wikipedia

Wikipedia can be particularly interesting in University contexts for mainly
three reasons:

1) in providing encyclopedic support for disciplinary content as reliable
source to consult;

2) as an active learning environment for students editing or writing
encyclopedic articles on specific disciplinary topics as complementary
assessment;

3) as a mean to disseminate knowledge in society as students and teachers
can contribute to the online encyclopedia.

Wikipedia is one of the most successful examples of online collaboration,
thanks to the daily contributions of thousands of editors, correcting and
improving content using a rigorous approach: it has very strict policies for
drafting articles, especially as regards the use of reliable sources. So the academic
world’s perception of the online encyclopedia has changed. Many academics
have begun to use the encyclopedia more frequently in their research as well as
in everyday contexts become authors themselves by creating and editing entries
in their own disciplines as well as assigning students to edit Wikipedia articles
to create new entries. These activities favour a learning process connected
to constructive collaboration and dialogic knowledge (Bereiter, Scardamalia,
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2005): there is a creation of shared artefacts on the Web that can be perceived as
a useful service to others.

A formative and “open” assessment

Teaching assignments with Wikipedia can make it possible to test
interesting new forms of assessment that complement traditional methods.
During assessment, the instructor usually checks the quality of the content of
the encyclopedia entries and the bibliographic references cited by the individual
student and/or by the work group as a whole. Specific grading rubrics can
be used for this purpose. But students can also be assessed on the basis, for
example, of their skills in Information Literacy and collaborative writing, or
their skills in dialog and communication when responding to feedback from
other Wikipedia editors: such feedback generally consists of modifications or
deletions in the encyclopedia entry which, if not accepted by the Wikipedia
community, necessarily require that the students interact with whoever made
the changes. This process is extremely educational for the students, as they must
learn to substantiate their choices with sound arguments and reach a consensus
on the content (fig. 1): this can be seen as a real formative assessment, “open” as
expert outside can interact and suggest article improvements.

fig. 1
The co-participated formative assessment process when students edit Wikipedia arti-
cles
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This co-participatory formative assessment is no longer carried out only
by the professor but is open to experts from outside university, who in general
are Wikipedia users with a knowledge of the discipline concerned. Feedback
from users as a whole can reach levels of quality that are very close to those
of actual experts (Cope, Kalantzis, Abd-El-Khalick, & Bagley, 2013) and the
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process is a good example of crowdsourcing (Surowiecki, 2005; Zheng, Niiya &
Warschauer, 2015).

These kinds of formative assessment have been shown to be extremely
effective, especially in improving student performance, with an effect size of
0.90 (Hattie, 2009), and they are oriented equally towards the process and the
product. Indeed, formative assessment takes place alongside the teaching/
learning processes, and provides immediate, targeted feedback to the students,
thus triggering forms of self-directed learning (Scardamalia et al., 2012; Cope &
Kalantzis, 2015).

Possible problems with Wikipedia assignments and assessment

Teaching with Wikipedia can lead to some set of problems. It is interesting
to analyze them on the basis of Activity Theory (Engestrém, 1999), as illustrated
in fig. 2. This theory suggests that each individual’s activities are situated and
distributed among the subject, the available tools and the community concerned.
The relationships between subject and object of the activity are thus always
mediated by tools (physical or conceptual), by rules, by the interactions with
the community and by collaborative procedures. It is important to point out
that every Wikipedia article is a shared digital artifact, and revision methods
are codified in rules. These rules must be followed to avoid the risk of being
excluded from the community.

The elements of an activity system frequently exhibit contradictions.
Accordingly, if we try to adapt this theory to student’s activity with Wikipedia
(Bryant, Forte & Bruckman, 2005), we see that it can aid in interpreting the
interactions between all of the elements involved: the subjects, the community
of Wikipedia, the software tools used, the editing rules and the cooperative/
collaborative distribution of work. In order of increasing importance, the
contradictions involved here arise:

1) in students’ participation in the work group creating the article,

2) in using Wiki software to edit articles;

3) in following the rules for editing and creating Wikipedia articles, and

4) in the dialectical relationship with the community of Wikipedia.

fig. 2

The co-participated formative assessment process when students edit Wikipedia arti-
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cles and possible problems between between actors

Usually, failure to follow the rules in creating encyclopedia articles and the
consequent dialectical conflicts with the Wikipedia community are the most
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Wwikipedia editing wikipedians
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Collaborative
activities

critical problems: if unresolved, they can in many cases result in the entry
being deleted or in an immediate request for changes. In general, problems
involve copying and pasting (plagiarizing) texts from other sources or not
taking a neutral point of view towards facts or people. Often, when there are
disagreements the Wikipedia community suggests users not to engage in an
“edit war”, ie., continuing to override deletions or additions for the same
content, but to use the “talk page” provided on the Wikipedia editing interface
to discuss the question and reach a consensus concerning the content.

Conclusions

As we have seen, Wikipedia can be an interesting learning environment: the
process of editing articles is certainly highly educational and could also offer
the opportunity to activate processes of cognitive development. The student
could experience in a context of real life situation abilities which more than
ever seem to be required in the digital society. Wikipedia could then become an
efficient tool for the acquisition, and development of reflection, participation
and ethical competences. The process of editing the online encyclopedia offers a
teaching strategy that complements traditional assessment approaches and can
be at the same time a really useful method for a dialogic-based and collaborative
approach to knowledge building (Jonassen, 2000).

It is interesting to note that, in this way, the subject taught can be considered
as a “boundary object” on an educational institution level and on a “social
level”: it puts the students in contact with a community of other editors of
Wikipedia, that comes from an informal world, so the students can experience
also in an external assessment context different from the university one. This
can be seen as a co-participated formative assessment, no longer carried out
only by professors or tutors but open to experts from outside the University.
The student could experience in a context of real life situation abilities which
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more than ever seem to be required of the adult in the digital society. Wikipedia
could then become an efficient instrument for the acquisition, and development
of reflection, participation and ethical competences, in the vision of lifelong
learning.
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