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Georgia Institute of Technology scholar Amy S. Bruckman:

Success ol Wikipedia is

1

PART

a continual surprise to me

EXCLUSIVE

Well, I think the nature of in-
formation is one of the most
importantissuesof ourtime.
Thebookisreally abouthow
to understand the reliability
of information and the ways
that community and collab-
oration reshaped the basic
nature of what we know to
betrue.

That's why [ wrote the book.
I think we don't teach peo-
ple enough epistemology in
school.Ifyouunderstand the

way knowledge is construct-
ed, you'll realize that some
knee-jerk reactions about
what to believe are wrong.
You'llalsorealize thathaving
a deeper understanding of
the nature of knowledge, I
think, helps everyone at ev-
erylevelofsociety.

No, it's a book about the na-
ture of knowledge that says
that most parts of Wikipedia
are surprisingly reliable and
in some cases, the most reli-
ablekind ofinformation ever
createdintheworld.

Itturnsoutthathowweknow
whether the information
is reliable depends on how
carefully it's reviewed. Think
about peer review in science,
whichisthe higheststandard
of review. [ write something
and then, three expertsin the
field review it. Those experts
may not understand all of
the background needed to
understand the work. They

reviewitonceandthenifthey
accept it, it's done and gets
published.

Contrast that to something
on Wikipedia, which is con-
tinually reviewed. If part of
something is proved to be
wrong, it can get updated
at any minute and can be
reviewed by thousands of
people. A popular page can
getanevenhigherlevel ofre-
view. Now, the review isvery
often done by laypeople and
sometimesbyexperts.There
is a surprising number of ex-
perts who review things on
Wikipedia. But even for pag-
es reviewed by laypeople, if
people have strong shared
citation practices relying on
reliable sources to back up
the things they’re saying, it
canbestronglyreliable.

That's why the success of
Wikipedia is a continual
surprise to me. No, you can’t
just have a bunch of peo-

ple vote to decide what's
true. That doesn’t work.
The inner workings of the
socio-technical system of
Wikipedia, the improve-
ments it receives, the ability
toundoanything,andtheen-
forcement of strong citation
practices help a great deal.
Butno, you can’tjust vote for
whateveryonethinksistrue.
There’s more to it than that,
andthat'swhat’sinteresting.

I think the design of Wikipe-
dia has a lot of features that
areincredibly successful. We
could look at a hundred dif-
ferent things and learn from
them. I love looking at how
it actually works in practice
and thinking about what the
broaderlessonsare.

[ think it's fascinating that
Wikipedia policies them-
selves are editable by any-
one. Now, if you walked in
and changed a basic policy,
someone would just revert
it, unless you had a strong
consensus from the group
and a strong motivation for

the change you suggested.
You'd need to talk with peo-
ple first. But it's kind of re-
markable that even the pol-
iciesareeditable byanyone.

Well, I think we're reinvent-
ing academic publishing
all the time. So, some of the
features of academic pub-
lic publishing are still stuck
with inheriting features
that came from days of pa-
per publishing. As we move
from paper publishing to
electronic publishing and
as the publishing cycle gets
quicker, there are all kinds
of things we need to rethink.
It'sinterestingtothinkabout
the ways in which more col-
laborative authorship like
Wikipedia could be useful
in academia. I don't know.
Certainly, the way we all get
credit for our work certainly
requires firm authorship
rather than collaborative
authorship, but could you
usebothmodelsinacomple-

mentary fashion?Ithinkso.

I agree. I think the way ac-
ademic publishing works
doesn't make sense any-
more. Particularly, your tax
dollars fund research, and
then, the university employ-
ees work to do the research
and write it up as findings.
Then, they send it off to a
publisher who charges for
access to it, but that's crazy
because the public paid for
the work. There’s no reason
to let the publishers charge
money for it. What we need
is a public platform for shar-





