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Participants – 8 academic historians – UK 
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Aims of the research

explore the relationship between history academics’ 
conceptions of knowledge and authority in their fields 
of research and their assessment of Wikipedia’s 
authority and credibility as a teaching resource 



Structure of the presentation

• The notion of authority in academic history in comparison to authority on Wikipedia

• The evaluation of Wikipedia by historians

• Historians’ engagement with the notion of teaching with Wikipedia. 



Defining 
Authority Interviewee 7:

•Authority, I think is cultural 
and what counts as 
authority is very bound up 
with kind of cultural 
assumptions and social 
assumptions that we make.



Evaluating 
Wikipedia
• Each participant was asked to 
read two Wikipedia entries:
• One on their broad area of 

research
• One on a specialised topic in 

their field



Evaluating Wikipedia: factually accurate but

• Um, it was less about facts and more about the attention that was paid to certain things over others. And 
that my sense, as, […] somebody who works on those areas is that it wasn't the right things that were being 
prioritised necessarily. […] so that's inaccuracy, but it's not […] not factual inaccuracy but it does kind of 
distort your sense of that topic. (interviewee 5)

• I point to them it's a kind of very 21st century method of sharing knowledge, but the knowledge it's sharing 
is not always 21st century if you see what I mean. […] So often there are a few case studies we can say: You 
know this is a point of view from a 19th century which is now being propagated […]digitally but actually […] 
the framework is very old, right?



Yet

• I think it's incredibly valuable. […] And I just, I like the idea of collective responsibility […] for the knowledge 
that we have available to us. It seems to work. (interviewee 7)



Teaching With Wikipedia? 



Wikipedia and assessments: tensions and commonality

AIMS OF HISTORY 
ASSESSMENTS

Demonstrate 
knowledge

Engage 
with a 

research 
question

Position 
oneself in 

the 
debates

Present an 
argument

Achieve 
learning 

outcomes

SHARED 
AIMS

Use 
reliable 
sources

No 
plagiarism

Appropriately 
referenced

Evaluate 
sources 

AIMS OF 
WIKIPEDIA

Aggregate 
knowledge

Present a 
‘neutral point of 

view’

Share 
Knowledge 

widely

Free access 
to 

knowledge



Bridging the gap?



Wikipedia as a teaching tool or assessment

Would help with

• Referencing appropriate sources

• Evaluating different kinds of information

• Writing for a range of audience

But some reservations

• The fact that Wikipedia does not contribute to

writing a sustained argument

• The problem of student expertise to make

effective editors

• Editing might not encourage evaluation of digital

resources such as Wikipedia.



Questions/ Comments?
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