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“Beyond underscoring the core values that Wikipedia and librarians 
share in relation to the democratization of ideas and the free flow of 
information through the open movement, this book offers valuable 
insights into how productive engagement with Wikipedia can act as 
the catalyst for professional development and workplace learning. The 
case studies illustrate how academic librarians can proactively build 
their skills to enhance the discoverability of the library collection, to 
work in creative ways with digital media, to use information and dig-
ital literacy as powerful pedagogical tools and to establish meaningful 
partnerships with groups within and beyond the university.”

Gill Hallam, PhD
Freelance Information Consultant, Brisbane, Australia

Co-Chair, IFLA Section for Continuing Professional  
Development and Workplace Learning (CPDWL)

“From a forbidden space for students, academics, and librarians, to an 
open enabler for community collaboration, Wikipedia has ignited a 
worldwide movement. 

“Wikipedia and Academic Libraries is an insightful contribution of 
libraries’ diverse intersections with Wikimedia-related projects and 
activities. It outlines some of the most important features that shape 
our digital lives: collaboration and the need to make visible the infodi-
versity we produce. 

“Stunning, critical, and diverse, Wikipedia and Academic Libraries will 
empower libraries to lead the open movement. It is a must-read for 
every information professional.”

Jonathan Hernández, PhD
Associated Researcher, Library and Information Institute  

at the National Autonomous University of Mexico
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i n t r o d u c t i o n

The publication of this book—in 2021—will coincide with Wikipedia’s 
twentieth birthday. Much has been written about Wikipedia’s begin-
ning and evolution over the past twenty years, and we won’t go into 
detail here, but you can read about the history in other publications 
such as The Wikipedia Revolution: How a Bunch of Nobodies Created 
the World’s Greatest Encyclopedia by Andrew Lih (2009) or Wikipedia 
@ 20: Stories of an Incomplete Revolution edited by Joseph Reagle and 
Jackie Koerner (2020). What has remained constant since its inception 
in 2001 is Wikipedia’s radically open model. As a result, Wikipedia 
was initially derided in higher education because this model allowed 
anyone to edit its content. However, what was initially seen as a flaw 
in many education circles has now become Wikipedia’s strength, when 
compared with other social media platforms (Cooke, 2020). Although 
opinion has slowly started to shift over the past decade, Wikipedia is 
still often considered a “forbidden space” for educators and students in 
the classroom (Lockett, 2020, p. 208).

In 2019, when we began this project, we set out to create a book that 
would represent different perspectives from around the globe. Wikipe-
dia and Academic Libraries: A Global Project contains nineteen chap-
ters by fifty-two authors from Brazil, Canada, Hong Kong, Ireland, 
Kyrgyzstan, Mexico, the Netherlands, Nigeria, Scotland, Spain, and the 
United States. In keeping with the Wikipedia commitment and spirit 
to open access, each chapter has a CC BY 4.0 license, which means that 

https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.11778416.intro.en


2	 Introduction

anyone is free to copy and redistribute the chapters in any material or 
format, making sure to give the authors credit for their work.

The chapters in this book are authored by both new and longtime 
members of the Wikimedia community, representing a range of experi-
ences. Obuezie and Horsfall (chapter 8), for example, joined the Wiki-
media movement when they participated in the #1Lib1Ref campaign 
organized by the African Library and Information Associations and 
Institutions; while Dengra i Grau (chapter 11) first edited Catalan Wiki-
pedia at age fourteen, in 2009, when he created an article about mashed 
potatoes: Puré de patates; Miller (chapter 7) first engaged with Franco-
phone Wikipedia in 2017 to create an article about Mado Lamotte, a cel-
ebrated drag queen in Canada; and Peschanski (chapter 17) first edited 
Wikipedia in 2011, as part of a call to action by his graduate advisor, 
renowned sociologist Erik Olin Wright, at the University of Wisconsin.

We want to thank all of our contributors who proposed, wrote, and 
completed their chapters during the COVID-19 crisis. The crisis reminded 
us, once again, of the importance of open-access information—not just 
as a source of educational content but also health information. Our con-
tributors are librarians, library staff, disciplinary faculty, and Wikimedia  
volunteers—acting as intermediaries between Wikimedia projects, fac-
ulty, and students. As more librarians engage with Wikipedia in the com-
ing years, we hope this publication will act as a launching pad for future 
international collaborations, projects, and publications.

References

Cooke, R. (2020, February 17). Wikipedia is the last best place on the inter-
net. Wired. Retrieved January  24, 2021, from www.wired.com/story/
wikipedia-online-encyclopedia-best-place-internet/.

Lih, A. (2009). The Wikipedia revolution: How a bunch of nobodies created the 
world’s greatest encyclopedia. Aurum.

Lockett, A. (2020). Why do I have authority to edit the page? The politics of 
user agency and participation on Wikipedia. In J. M. Reagle & J. Koerner. 
J. (Eds.), Wikipedia @ 20: Stories of an incomplete revolution. MIT Press.

Reagle, J. M., & Koerner, J. L. (Eds.). (2020). Wikipedia @ 20: Stories of an 
incomplete revolution. The MIT Press.
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Abstract

Wikipedia uses collaborative models of content creation and fosters a culture 
of collaboration. Understanding how it works and mastering editing skills often 
calls for partnerships between different members of the university community. 
Library-faculty Wikipedia-centered collaboration can open new opportunities 
to develop information and media literacy, student agency, and civic partici-
pation. This chapter shares faculty and librarians’ experience with using Wiki-
pedia as a teaching tool as part of an initial pilot project aimed at using open 
educational resources. The library-faculty team from the American University 
of Central Asia worked together to use Wikipedia as a tool for collaborative 
learning and civic participation among students in sociology classes.

Keywords

Wikipedia in education, Wikipedia as a teaching resource, Wikipedia and aca-
demic libraries.
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Introduction

Wikipedia is a global, open-source encyclopedia of information that 
engages users around the world in the creation, storage, and dissem-
ination of knowledge. It has become an established starting point for 
preliminary research on the web. Over the last nineteen years, the 
encyclopedia has grown to 54 million articles in over 312 languages 
(Wikipedia, 2020). Consistently ranking as one of the most popular 
sites on the web, Wikipedia has over 200,000 volunteer contributors 
around the world who help to improve free access to knowledge in 
their languages (Wikimedia Foundation, 2020).

The use of Wikipedia as a teaching and learning tool has been 
increasingly implemented in a significant number of educational con-
texts and has become a common practice in many countries (Wikime-
dia Education, 2020). The platform has drawn the attention of faculty, 
librarians, instructional technologists, students, and other stakeholders 
in the academic community, and many have come to see it as a useful 
tool in fulfilling their mission. Librarians welcome Wikipedia as an open 
resource that aims to expand access to information, while faculty have 
become interested in how they can use Wikipedia in teaching and in the 
achievement of their pedagogical goals. Wikipedia is among the most 
popular open sources that students consult to gain an initial grounding 
in a topic before delving further for study or research purposes. Despite 
variation in the perception and acceptability of usage of Wikipedia, peo-
ple in academia consult, edit, and contribute to the online encyclopedia.

The pedagogical use of Wikipedia is often limited to certain activi-
ties such as the critical analysis of existing articles, the editing of these, 
and/or the creation of new ones. However, even these limited practices 
are believed to improve students’ basic skills in reading comprehen-
sion, writing, research, and motivation (Lerga & Aibar, 2015). Faculty 
members who use Wikipedia have a positive perception of the online 
resource when it comes to using it as a teaching tool. Nevertheless, 
conflicts can arise with regards to standard knowledge-building pro-
cedures habitual in the academic setting and the open collaborative 
model common to Wikipedia (Aibar et al., 2015)
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This platform uses collaborative models of content creation and fos-
ters a culture of collaboration. Understanding how it works and mas-
tering the editor’s skills often call for partnerships between different 
members of the university community. Wikipedia projects can bring 
extra value to academic libraries and be used for information literacy 
instruction and digital and media literacy programs (Lubbock, 2018). 
Library-faculty collaboration can open new opportunities for infor-
mation and media literacy and increase student agency and civic par-
ticipation. This chapter shares faculty and librarians’ experience using 
Wikipedia in the context of an initial pilot project aimed at adopting 
open educational resources (OER). The library-faculty team from the 
American University of Central Asia worked together to use Wikipe-
dia as a tool to increase collaborative learning and civic participation 
of students in sociology courses.

Context

The American University in Central Asia (AUCA) is an international 
liberal arts university located in Kyrgyzstan, a former Soviet repub-
lic. The university offers a multidisciplinary learning environment 
and aspires to develop leaders for the democratic transformation of 
the Central Asian region. Students come from twenty-five countries 
around the world, including all the Central Asian countries, as well 
as Afghanistan, China, Pakistan, Russia, and South Korea, among 
others. AUCA faculty and librarians implement various instruc-
tional approaches to support learning and to promote critical inquiry 
and free expression. Wikipedia has become one of such tools help-
ing to complement classroom learning and library instruction at the 
university.

In Kyrgyzstan, Wikipedia is listed among the most visited websites 
(SimilarWeb, 2020). The development of Wikipedia in the local con-
text was implemented by nonprofit organizations that aimed to launch 
a Kyrgyz version of the platform. In the early 2010s, the local organiza-
tion “Bizdin Muras,” with the support of the Open Society Foundation, 
attracted more than 10 universities, 30 academics, and about 300 students 
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from across the country to start creating content for Kyrgyz Wikipedia 
(Saadanbekov, 2013). In March 2011, the first “Week of Wikipedia” was 
held at five universities by the Movement of Kyrgyz Wikipedians. Each 
university committed to producing 500 articles in the first half of the year 
in exchange for Wi-Fi installation on their campuses. Kyrgyz Wikipedia 
has grown rapidly from 1,300 entries at the beginning of the project to 
23,000 entries by the end of the project. Currently, the Kyrgyz version of 
Wikipedia has 80,271 entries (Kyrgyz Wikipedia, 2020).

The development of Kyrgyz Wikipedia coincided with the rise of a 
countrywide movement to promote OER. A series of events and activ-
ities was launched by education practitioners and institutions, with the 
development of Kyrgyz Wikipedia as an integral part of these (Roza 
Otunbayeva Initiative, 2015).

OER as a Starting Point

At AUCA, the faculty-library partnership around Wikipedia evolved 
from a pilot project aimed at implementing the use of OER. It has 
become common for academic libraries to pioneer OER at the insti-
tutional level through the raising of faculty awareness and providing 
needed support in adopting open-license materials (Crozier, 2018; 
Walz, 2015). OER and open educational practices can receive a great 
deal of support at different levels within an institution, but past expe-
riences have shown that small-scale projects and tailored support for 
educators lead to more effective results (Jong et al., 2019). AUCA fac-
ulty and staff members chose to follow the above mentioned model, 
taking small steps in small teams to explore the potential of OER.

There were several reasons AUCA librarians chose to invest time 
in learning about OER. These included financial considerations with 
regards to the acquisition of multiple copies of textbooks, which is 
required by the government. Beyond the financial benefits, OER could 
be edited and customized by faculty to suit course needs and to reflect 
the local context. Furthermore, OER could have multiple applications 
across the university as different campus members were encouraged to 
adopt, edit, create, and share them.
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In spring 2017, AUCA librarians launched a series of events to raise 
awareness of OER in the university. They reached out to interested fac-
ulty members in order to develop the first OER project at the university 
level, and the library-faculty collaboration team began to pilot the use 
of openly licensed textbooks for the introductory class in sociology in 
the 2017 fall semester. The experience of using an open textbook was 
rated as quite positive by students and faculty members in the end of 
semester survey. In the 2018 spring semester, the project went beyond 
the simple adoption of OER and expanded into the creation of open 
educational content by students.

Although the adopted textbook covered major topics in the disci-
pline and helped students to grasp the main concepts, the cases and 
examples used in the text were predominantly Western focused and 
did not always allow students to relate the concepts to their experi-
ence. Adapting the textbook to the local context was needed, and the 
nature of open licenses made this possible. Engaging students in the 
creation of content that could complement the textbook seemed a 
reasoned step to follow. Students in the General Sociology for Non-So-
ciologists class were given the assignment to write about a pressing 
societal issue in their immediate surroundings as reflected through 
the lens of common sociological theories. The student papers sub-
mitted were then assembled for further use as supplementary course 
reading material.

At that stage of the project, librarians conducted a session for stu-
dents to introduce them to the notion of Creative Commons and the 
ways authors may share and modify creative content through open 
licenses. The AUCA librarians also helped to compile student work into 
a handbook that could be further used as open educational content.

The move from OER adopters to contributors expanded the scope 
of activities the team could embrace as participants of the contem-
porary knowledge community. Following the themes of openness and 
contribution, faculty and librarians wanted to explore other ways of 
engaging students in participatory and collaborative learning experi-
ences. This became one of the goals of the next stage in the faculty-li-
brary partnership.



10	 Bekbalaeva, Namasbek kyzy, Tumenbaeva, and Askhatbekova

Wikipedia as a Work in Progress and Its 
Potential in the Classroom

Why Wikipedia?
Wikipedia is based on the idea of openness and collaboration. Its Five 
Pillars align perfectly with what the team was looking for: an “online 
encyclopedia” with a “neutral point of view” providing “free content 
that anyone can use, edit and distribute,” encouraging contributors 
to “treat each other with respect and civility” without imposing “firm 
rules” (Wikipedia: Five pillars, n.d.). The Five Pillars inspired the team 
to continue their work with open resources in other courses taught by 
the same instructors. In the 2019 fall semester, two courses, Introduc-
tion to Gender Studies and State and Society, provided students with the 
opportunity to become Wikipedia editors and to contribute to raising 
awareness on gender issues in the country. While one of the courses 
focused on gender issues, the second course included topics of gender 
roles in society. Gender-related topics became an intersection of team 
members’ personal interests. Wikipedia, as an online open platform 
promoting a “neutral point of view,” seemed the right tool for classes 
aiming to explore gender justice, still a sensitive topic in Kyrgyzstan 
(Rysbekova, 2020).

Working with Wikipedia, the team also learned about some gaps 
that could be addressed on the platform, such as the lack of global 
coverage and geographic and language underrepresentation. Gender 
imbalance in Wikipedia has been continuously studied in recent years. 
Graells-Garrido et al. (2015) argued that multiple groups are underrep-
resented in Wikipedia and one of these groups is women. Women only 
constitute 16 percent of the Wikipedia editors, which affects the gen-
erated content. Research indicated that, out of 1,445,021 biographies, 
only 15 percent were about women. The researchers also found that the 
significant gender disparity in the number of editors had influenced 
not only the content but also the narratives and attitudes expressed in 
those pages.

The literature has suggested that gender bias goes beyond a lack 
of representation. Lam et al. (2011) found that coverage of topics of 
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potential interest for women was significantly less, and that male and 
female editors focused on different content areas when writing for 
Wikipedia. Wagner et al. (2016) found that there is topical gender bias 
on Wikipedia, as the most searched terms in relation to women (pre- 
and post-1900) were her husband, women’s, actress, and female, whereas 
for men words included served, elected, politician, played, league, and 
football. Research on gender imbalance on Wikipedia demonstrates 
that the content of the platform cannot always be “neutral” due to the 
gender bias among the contributors.

The lack of representation of women on Wikipedia motivated the 
team to address the issue by contributing to Wikipedia content about 
women activists in the region and the impact these women have had 
on their communities. The idea was also influenced by a public event 
that touched upon gender issues in the country. In the fall of 2019, 
Kyrgyzstan experienced an incident that caused heated discussions 
in the country about gender justice. The feminist art exhibition, Fem-
innale, brought whip-wielding nationalists out to protest. “Contro-
versial” performances and installations, designed to call attention to 
women’s problems, appeared in the press and became the fulcrum of 
public debates (Suyarkulova, 2020a). Public opinion was divided and 
both sides were presented in the media. However, the prevailing cov-
erage appealed to traditions pertaining to patriarchal cultural norms, 
leaving aside such issues as women’s economic empowerment and 
gender violence, both of which had been central themes of the exhibi-
tion (Tuitunova, 2019).

Students in both courses were given the space to discuss the 
event from different perspectives. These discussions resulted in the 
creation of Wikipedia content aimed at filling the gaps in coverage 
of women issues in the region. For both courses, the faculty-library 
team designed Wikipedia assignments aimed at developing students’ 
research skills, while also increasing their motivation, enthusiasm, and 
overall learning experience. In one of the courses, students were offered 
the chance to create Wikipedia pages about female political leaders in 
Central Asia, including members of parliaments. In the other course, 
the assignment included writing pages about feminist activism in the 
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region, including about women-led initiatives, biographies of activists, 
and women leaders.

Librarians worked closely with the instructors to help ensure the 
assignments met the learning objectives and to facilitate students’ 
needs in searching of information, source evaluation, and citation. 
Librarians delivered training sessions on Wikipedia editing for both 
courses. Even though all students had previously used Wikipedia for 
personal or academic purposes, none of them knew about the Wikipe-
dia policies and guidelines. The training session covered information 
about the history, purpose, and mission of the platform, with a focus 
on the rules and regulations for editing and creating articles. It was 
important to help students understand the collaborative culture and 
philosophy of the platform, so they could feel connected to the Wiki-
pedia community while bringing their perspectives into the construc-
tion of knowledge.

Students were given freedom in selecting topics, individuals, or 
events to cover in their assignments. Several students wrote Wikipe-
dia pages about outstanding women they had known in their com-
munities. One student wrote about one of the first female members 
of parliament in her country and the contribution of that woman to 
fighting gender inequality. This was especially important since gender 
inequality in the higher echelons of power is high in the region (IWPR 
Central Asia, 2020). Another student created a page about one of the 
feminist activists in Kyrgyzstan whose popularity increased after she 
had organized the earlier-mentioned “controversial” Feminnale art 
exhibition. The page included her achievements as a feminist, a writer 
of children’s books, and a researcher.

Several pages were created to acknowledge women’s accomplish-
ments that were quite remarkable and important in their communi-
ties. For example, a well-known Village Girl project aiming to empower 
young girls in rural areas evolved from a small community project into 
a big countrywide initiative (“Village Girl Project,” 2019). A Wikipe-
dia page gathered information about that project and its activities and 
included information about the young woman activist who initiated 
the initiative.
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Women in STEM became another topic of interest for students. One 
of the pages was dedicated to the First Satellite Launch in Kyrgyzstan 
project, the very first girls-only space program (BBC News, 2018). The 
page included information about the project goals, the training of the 
team, and the engineering process.

Students in the courses used various methods to collect information 
for their projects. Supporting students in the search for and ethical use 
of information was important in this project. Students collected infor-
mation from openly available resources, such as public websites, news 
sites, social media, personal blogs, or official web pages. Some students 
even conducted interviews with the founders of women initiatives. 
After completing preliminary research, students received guidance 
from librarians on how to write, edit, and format pages on Wikipedia.

Students were given freedom in selecting the language of their pages, 
and the majority preferred their native languages, which included Kazakh, 
Turkish, Dari, and Russian. This helped contribute to the development of 
Wikipedia content in languages other than English. It is recognized that 
English is the dominant language of today’s online knowledge (“Top Ten 
Languages Used in the Web,” 2020). The development of Wikipedia pages 
in local languages helps to deliver information to non-English-speaking 
communities. This also aligns with the idea of making knowledge more 
accessible, which supports the concept of openness, and which had at first 
inspired the team to start the OER collaboration.

What Did We Learn?
The Online Environment Necessitates Responsibility

While working on Wikipedia assignments, several issues came to 
light including online privacy and safety. Concerns remain about 
online violence toward different groups of people. Women and peo-
ple with nonheterosexual gender identities are more at risk of online 
harassment and bullying (UN Women, 2015). Cases of discrimination 
based on gender, sexual orientation, or ethnicity are known in Cen-
tral al Asia, as conservative norms prevail in the region (Suyarkulova, 
2020b). The safety of the individuals and organizations selected by stu-
dents for the Wikipedia assignment raised some concerns because of 
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patriarchal attitudes. The questions of online security were discussed 
with students during the course to ensure the information used was 
taken from public and open sources.

Inclusiveness May Require Additional Work

By giving students freedom in choosing the language of the assign-
ment, the team hoped to increase the inclusivity and accessibility of 
knowledge. At the same time, it created more work for instructors 
when evaluating the assignments. Some pages were written in lan-
guages in which faculty members did not speak. However, the instruc-
tors did not want to put extra work on the students with translating 
the content. For the pages created in languages other than Russian, 
Kyrgyz, Kazakh, and English, which were familiar to the instructors, 
students were asked to submit their original texts as Word documents, 
which were then translated with the help of an online translation tool.

Censorship of Wikipedia

The issue of censorship of Wikipedia also came up during the project. 
A  Wikipedia ban has been implemented in several countries, either 
as a part of more general internet censorship or as a targeted block of 
the online encyclopedia (Ant, 2017; Vinton, 2015). This had an impact 
on the work of one of the students who was not able to create a Wiki-
pedia page in Turkish. Wikipedia has been banned in Turkey for over 
two years, with access being restored in early 2020 (BBC News, 2020). 
Therefore, the student working on the assignment in the 2019 fall 
semester had to write a page about a Turkish female activist in English.

Wikipedia for Civic Activism

Like many other online platforms, Wikipedia can be used as a tool to 
engage students in a discussion of important societal problems. As 
students progressed in their assignments, they became more aware of 
issues around gender justice in the region, studying them from vari-
ous perspectives. Creating Wikipedia pages on feminist activists and 
female political leaders of the Central Asia region not only allowed 
students to address the lack of content in the local languages but 
also became a small, yet important, step in minimizing the impact of 
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patriarchal history on the representation of women in the region. This 
also is an avenue to help raise awareness of women’s issues in commu-
nities where such online content could be limited.

Conclusion

As the landscape of knowledge and information has changed, the per-
ception of Wikipedia has also changed from a quick online reference 
platform to a potential teaching resource. University members can find 
many benefits in using Wikipedia to fulfill their academic missions. At 
AUCA, the library-faculty collaboration provided new opportunities 
for instruction, learning, and participation. The partnership worked 
well and enriched team members’ and students’ experiences. Faculty 
members experimented with using open resources and new ways of 
engaging students in discussion. Students had an opportunity to par-
ticipate in collaborative knowledge production and sharing and to 
contribute to the advancement of important topics in the public dis-
course. Librarians went beyond the traditional information literacy 
instruction by supporting both students and faculty throughout sev-
eral semesters. Wikipedia editing workshops have become a part of the 
library instruction agenda and are currently delivered upon invitation 
from faculty as in class training sessions.

The role of Wikipedia in higher education is an ongoing discussion, 
and further studies can be very useful in deepening the understanding 
of this. One of the key features worthy of further exploration is the use of 
Wikipedia as a collaborative and open model that fosters, promotes, and 
provides the grounds for both engagement with the knowledge it provides 
and the further development of the platform itself. Given the increasing 
role of online learning today, Wikipedia has the potential to become a use-
ful tool for diversifying learning experiences and motivating students.
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Abstract

In this chapter, we examine the relationship between open pedagogical prac-
tices and critical information literacy and how they intersect when Wikipedia is 
introduced in the classroom. Specifically, we discuss the collaboration between a 
librarian and a course instructor on iterations of Wikipedia assignments across 
three years and two classes. We unpack the importance of existing infrastruc-
tures, such as edit-a-thons and the WikiEdu dashboard, to support bringing 
Wikipedia assignments into the classroom. We also explore how we worked to 
connect course content to the renewable assignments and brought larger dis-
cussions of representation and community on Wikipedia into the classroom 
and assignments. Finally, we outline the lessons we learned through this col-
laboration. In sum, scaffolded projects allowed students to practice their con-
tributions to Wikipedia in a supportive space and fostered critical engagement 
with course content. In their end-of-semester reflections, students stated that 
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contributing to Wikipedia felt more meaningful and elicited feelings of pride 
that traditional, disposable assessments did not. They saw themselves as knowl-
edge creators and scholarship creation as part of an ongoing conversation rather 
than an “end product.” By engaging in peer-review assignments, participating in 
edit-a-thons, and discussing the assignments with librarians who were not their 
professors, students also saw their work as part of a broader academic conversa-
tion. Through Wikipedia assignments, students can appreciate their own infor-
mation privilege in terms of access to costly resources and become proactive in 
sharing that knowledge and their own growing expertise with a wider public. 

Keywords

Open education, information literacy, open educational practices, open 
pedagogy.

Introduction

Critical approaches to information literacy invite us to “co-investigate the 
political, social, and economic dimensions of information, including its 
creation, access, and use” (Tewell, 2016, para. 1). Drawing from critical 
pedagogy and extending beyond merely learning to use library resources, 
critical information literacy develops a critical consciousness in students 
around information so that they might take control of their own lives 
and learning (Freire, 2003; Giroux, 1988; hooks, 1994). As active agents 
in their own learning, students need a community with which to explore 
their information privilege, test and contest ideas, and create meaning. 
When students see themselves as authentic contributors to an ongoing 
conversation, instead of as mere consumers of information, their level of 
motivation increases (Elmborg, 2006; Jacobson & Xu, 2002).

Open pedagogical practices complement critical information lit-
eracy. These practices have clear connections to the open education 
movement and offer students opportunities to do inquiry-based work 
that is both available and accountable to a public beyond the classroom. 
With open pedagogy, assignments transition from being disposable to 
renewable. Laid to rest are assignments that both students and fac-
ulty know will likely be tossed in the recycle bin once the semester is 



20	 De Voe and Shaw

over, such as the quintessential research paper, in favor of assignments 
where students actively engage in the creation or adaption of open edu-
cational resources (OER) (Wiley & Hilton, 2018). While supporting 
individual student learning, these OER add value as they can be seen, 
used, and improved upon by a broader community once completed 
(Wiley, 2015). Renewable assignments allow students to “contribute 
to the knowledge commons, not just consume it, in meaningful and 
lasting ways . . . shap[ing] the world as they encounter it” (DeRosa & 
Jhangiani, 2017, p. 9). Open pedagogy focuses on open teaching, open 
content, and having student work and interactions brought into the 
public sphere. As Bali (2017) suggested, it has an ethos of sharing and 
a social justice orientation. This emphasis on equitable participation 
in knowledge creation, centered around affordability, exemplifies the 
ways in which critical information literacy seeks to intervene upon 
information systems of oppression. Wikipedia offers an ideal site of 
praxis for critical information literacy and open pedagogy to intersect, 
demonstrating to students how knowledge is constructed and made 
accessible in open systems (Fields & Harper, 2020).

Wikipedia offers an outlet for publishing information on topics that 
are underrepresented in traditional publishing and mainstream media. 
Wikipedia provides a platform for diverse stories and histories while 
promoting collaboration among content creators with varying levels of 
expertise. In the classroom, learning how to improve Wikipedia gives 
students the opportunity to intervene upon the inner workings of a 
resource they all use while translating and publishing concepts from 
the course to a wider, public audience (Davis, 2018). Editing Wikipe-
dia in class is also an example of what Hartley (2011) has termed “out-
learning,” a distributed way to venture into “that intermediate space 
between expert elites and the citizen-consumer” (p.  163). Although 
one of our goals of incorporating Wikipedia into the classroom is 
teaching and practicing critical information literacy, it also produces 
a secondary effect of showing students that research is a community- 
building process.

This chapter discusses the importance of existing infrastructures, 
such as edit-a-thons and WikiEdu, to support bringing Wikipedia 
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assignments into the classroom and the iterative nature of collabora-
tion between a librarian and professor working on Wikipedia assign-
ments across three years and two different classes. We also talk about 
how we worked to connect course content to the assignment and 
brought broader discussions of representation on Wikipedia into the 
classroom and assignment. Finally, we talk about some of the lessons 
we have learned through this collaboration. In sum, scaffolded pro-
jects allowed students to practice their contributions to Wikipedia in 
a supportive space and made them engage critically with course con-
tent. In their reflections, students stated that contributing felt more 
meaningful and elicited feelings of pride that traditional, disposable 
assessments did not. They saw scholarship creation as part of an ongo-
ing conversation rather than an “end product.” By engaging in peer-re-
view assignments, participating in edit-a-thons, and discussing the 
assignment with librarians who were not their professors, students also 
saw their work as part of a broader academic conversation. Through 
Wikipedia assignments, students can appreciate their own privilege in 
terms of access to costly resources and become proactive in sharing 
that knowledge and their own growing expertise with a broader public.

Tapping into Existing Infrastructures

Incorporating Wikipedia assignments in the classroom is made sub-
stantially easier when there are existing support structures for this work 
(Bridges  & Dowell, 2020; Cassell, 2018; Davis, 2018). For instance, 
although we had previously worked together to incorporate scaffolded 
information literacy learning opportunities into courses, the Library’s 
Art+Feminism edit-a-thon served as the jumping off point for our 
Wikipedia collaboration. This was then further supported by Wiki 
Education’s training modules and course dashboard system.

Wikipedia edit-a-thons are planned, public programming events 
organized by galleries, libraries, archives, and museums (GLAMs) 
where attendees contribute edits to articles around a special theme, 
collection, or exhibition (Snyder, 2018). GLAMs view these communal 
events as “being a great outreach and engagement initiative” as they 
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bring community members into their spaces, making them aware of 
services, holdings, and expertise (Robichaud, 2017, p. 2). Edit-a-thons 
gained momentum and mainstream consciousness beginning in 2014 
with the Art+Feminism organization coordinating its edit-a-thon 
series, an annual event taking place at GLAMs worldwide with the 
aim to address gender disparities found within Wikipedia—including 
biased and/or underrepresented content as well as a lack of diverse, 
contributing editors (Art+Feminism, 2020; Evans et al., 2015).

At Temple University, Art+Feminism edit-a-thons have been 
hosted or cohosted by the library since 2016. Efforts to extend reach 
have included partnering with the university’s art school and nearby 
academic libraries, bringing in panel speakers, as well as having 
librarians identify relevant courses whose faculty may wish students 
to participate or who may design assignments around the event. 
Art+Feminism’s ambassador network and online event kits—complete 
with organizing how-to guides, CC-licensed promotional materials, 
safe/brave space policies, lesson plans, video tutorials, training slide 
decks—have ensured that GLAM staff are supported and prepared to 
host edit-a-thons that foster communities of possibility.

Our collaboration on Wikipedia assignments began in Decem-
ber  2017, after an announcement about Wiki Education’s resources 
and training modules (WikiEdu) was sent through a feminist aca-
demic listserv. Paired with the announcement of the spring 2018’s 
Art+Feminism edit-a-thon, this seemed like a good moment to find a 
way to incorporate a Wikipedia editing assignment into a course called 
LGBTQ Media Representation. The goals of the edit-a-thon directly 
intersected with the course content, and there would be staff on hand 
to help students navigate the editing process. WikiEdu’s dashboard 
allowed us to structure training modules, exercises, discussion ques-
tions, and assignments within a timeline so that students could work 
their way through learning Wikipedia policies, how the site works, and 
how to use the editor functions. The dashboard also permitted stu-
dents to create sandboxes where they could draft edits and get peer and 
faculty feedback on them before migrating them to “Live” Wikipedia 
articles during the edit-a-thon. This also made it easier to assess their 
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edits, even if changes they make end up getting overwritten or rejected 
by later editors.

We worked together to find a way to experiment with an assign-
ment that would feel meaningful to as well as manageable for students. 
We decided creating new Wikipedia articles from scratch would be 
unnecessary if the goal was to have students learn enough about edit-
ing to contribute to the edit-a-thon. Thus, we focused on creating a 
list of Wikipedia articles related to the course that needed improve-
ment. We considered what contributions students could make to those 
articles, ranging from adding citations or external references, revis-
ing narrative text, or uploading public domain and/or CC-licensed 
content. We also discussed the logistics for preparing students for the 
edit-a-thon (e.g., including when specific WikiEdu training modules 
should be completed in relation to the edit-a-thon, technology needs, 
etc.) and whether this should be an individual or group assignment. 
We believe our dialogue exemplified Diaz and Mandernach’s (2017) 
intentional relationship-building as well as Ivey’s (2003) four essen-
tial behaviors for successful librarian-faculty collaboration: a shared, 
understood goal; mutual respect, tolerance, and trust; competence for 
the task at hand by each of the partners; and ongoing communication.

An Iterative Collaboration

This first iteration of the assignment in LGBTQ Media Representation 
had students complete WikiEdu training modules during the first weeks 
of the semester. Then they were assigned to groups, each of which was 
responsible for identifying edits they could make to one article related 
to the course. They had a few weeks to collaborate and collect their 
planned edits, which they would then make to Wikipedia during regular 
class time at the edit-a-thon. In addition to connecting students with 
a broader Wikipedia editing community, the edit-a-thon was benefi-
cial for this first-time assignment as it meant there were librarians with 
Wikipedia experience available who could help students who may have 
forgotten elements of their training. Moreover, it gave the edits a sense of 
purpose as the students were part of an event larger than the class itself.
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The lessons learned from the first iteration were useful in updat-
ing the assignment for a different course offered in fall 2019, spring 
2020, and fall 2020: Technology and Culture. In this course, editing 
and talking about Wikipedia intersected with several course themes, 
and so it made sense to develop this into a semester-long project. Stu-
dents selected an existing article relevant to the course to contribute 
to or identified a topic/person relevant to the course in which to cre-
ate a new Wikipedia article. This longer project also made it easier to 
check students’ progress week by week and allowed time for students 
to review their peers’ drafted contributions in the WikiEdu sandbox 
(along with instructor feedback) before moving their edits to “Live” 
Wikipedia. In addition, students were required to write weekly sum-
maries of assigned readings using “Wikipedia-style” neutral writing. 
Many students acknowledged that this type of writing was hard but 
also helped them learn how to better synthesize things they read 
(as well as how to paraphrase without plagiarizing). As one student 
wrote, “The main takeaway I received from contributing to Wikipe-
dia is it has made me an overall better writer. Wikipedia has taught 
me how to concisely and accurately produce meaningful information 
based on academic sources.” Throughout the iterative collaboration 
we were also able to connect editing Wikipedia to the course content 
in a way that helped students connect to core learning objectives in 
new ways.

Understanding Technology and Culture 
through Wikipedia

In Technology and Culture, the weekly WikiEdu trainings were scaf-
folded to connect with course topics. For instance, the discussion 
of “content gaps” on Wikipedia was covered in the same week the 
often-forgotten role of women as the earliest computer programmers 
was discussed (Abbate, 2012). Through our collaboration we found 
ways to do this better and more robustly over time. Following the fall 
2019 semester where students had trouble finding media and images 
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they could use, for example, we decided it would be helpful to reinstate 
a unit on digital media and copyright that coincided with the WikiEdu 
module on contributing images and media files. Furthermore, we 
worked together to find the topics throughout the semester where class 
discussions could reflect on editing Wikipedia. Early classes, for exam-
ple, focused on understanding points in history where Internet tech-
nologies were developed to serve communal, rather than commercial, 
goals, yet material infrastructure shapes who actually gets to engage with 
different Internet technologies (Curran, 2012; Lobato, 2019). A student 
later reflected that “Wikipedia is one of the ultimate crossroads between 
technology and culture, as its foundation is built on the mission to pro-
vide free information for all through the community.” But, another stu-
dent noted, “Depending on the technology (internet connection and a 
reliable PC) and sources we have access to, it affects the information we 
add to the article, and that in turn affects what information the public 
gets access to.” The Wikipedia project made tangible lessons about the 
importance of understanding the cultural, material, and human infra-
structures of digital technologies and critically addressing questions of 
representation and access to Internet-based media and communication 
technologies.

Moreover, students connected the work that they did in Wikipedia 
to topics that were only briefly touched on in class. A discussion on 
hacking, for example, included the story of Aaron Swartz, who took 
his own life after being charged with computer fraud and abuse when 
he downloaded and planned to distribute millions of academic arti-
cles from JSTOR for free; the charge could have resulted in millions of 
dollars in penalties and decades in jail (Gustin, 2013). This served as a 
chance to talk about how academic publishing works, how knowledge 
can and should be shared, as well as the students’ own privileged access 
to academic materials they often take for granted. And students articu-
lated these takeaways in their final papers:

What makes this Wikipedia assignment different from other assignments 
I’ve had in the past is the impact it has had on how I perceive higher edu-
cation. It was a refreshing change from the endless cycle of research papers 
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and presentations that leave me feeling drained and unfulfilled. As I’ve 
gone through college, I  have found myself slowly losing interest in my 
education and, in turn, taking it for granted. This assignment has changed 
my perspective entirely, challenging me to let go of my frustrations with 
academia and instead consider my privilege.

Students were able to not only see their work as having meaning 
beyond the semester but were also able to better recognize informa-
tion imbalances, confronting their own information privilege (Booth, 
2014).

The course also focused on how power works through historical, 
material, political, economic, legal, and cultural frameworks culminat-
ing in a discussion of trust and information literacy. The students read 
research on mis- and disinformation online, as well as the intersections 
of online harassment and “trolling” culture in online spaces (Gray, 
2011; Marwick & Lewis, 2017; Phillips, 2015). Students watched misin-
formation expert Claire Wardle’s 2019 TedTalk, in which she summa-
rized her research-driven solutions for transforming the “internet into 
a place of trust” (Wardle, 2019). The model she described for creating 
a healthy information commons is in many ways modeled on that of 
Wikipedia. Similarly, she argued that understanding the underlying 
architecture of how online platforms work is central to rebuilding trust 
of information—pushing healthy skepticism over knee-jerk distrust. 
As one student commented, “The amount of research that Wikipedi-
ans use helps them sift between fake news and true information.” All 
of this culminated in a key takeaway: understanding how things work 
is the best way to enact change (focusing on making the world more 
just and equitable). Or, as Freire (2003) wrote, “To surmount the situ-
ation of oppression, people must first critically recognize its causes, so 
that through transforming action they can create a new situation, one 
which makes possible the pursuit of a fuller humanity” (Freire [1970], 
p. 47). In addition to the assignment feeling more meaningful than a 
traditional course paper, it helped students feel more directly invested 
in the course content itself. This is seen even more clearly in the ways 
students connected broader course themes about representation, who 
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is left out and who is included in technology industries and digital 
spaces, to their own work editing Wikipedia.

Representation and Wikipedia

In bringing Wikipedia into the classroom, we did recognize the 
well-established drawbacks of Wikipedia, particularly in terms of rep-
resentation (Davidson, 2017; Gauthier  & Sawchuk, 2017). We knew 
that bullying and harassing behavior from some Wikipedia editors has 
chased women and members of marginalized groups off the platform 
(Menking & Erickson, 2015; Wulczyn et al., 2017). Rather than treating 
these as reasons to avoid the platform, however, these issues were part 
of the course. For example, while talking about online harassment, we 
also discussed how using the WikiEdu sandboxes to draft their edits 
was risk-free space for students to learn how to use Wikipedia without 
worrying about other editors critiquing their works in progress. This 
also meant they could refine their edits, guided by their instructor, so 
they felt more confident in them before changing existing articles.

At the end of the semester, students read about gender disparities in 
who Wikipedia articles are written about (Adams et al., 2019). And by 
this point, students were able to critique the norms created by “nota-
bility” rules, but they were also empowered to work within the rules of 
Wikipedia to push back on those norms. As one student wrote, “The 
quality and depth of content on Wikipedia can be improved by having 
more women and people of color editing articles, and the same can be 
said for further inclusion and diversity in other areas of cultural work 
and study.” They also recognized that this was a space they could be 
part of the change to the culture and perception of Wikipedia.

In this final discussion, students were able to see themselves as shift-
ing whose perspectives are represented in the site, adopting what Lam-
bert (2018) deemed as representational social justice (p. 228). In part 
because of university/major demographics, half or more than half of the 
students in the courses were women or nonbinary, and about a third 
were students of color. Some students made connections between their 
own subjectivities and the project directly. One student elected to edit an 
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article on LGBTQ+ media representation, focusing on the possibilities 
of new digital media platforms. In this student’s final reflection paper, 
they wrote, “With more than 70 countries that criminalize LGBTQ+ 
people and their identities, it is vital to have a tool like Wikipedia that 
serves as a resource for LGBTQ+ people.” In the same class, another stu-
dent elected to translate an article from English Wikipedia into Spanish, 
her first language, as the Spanish Wikipedia article had little information 
on a topic she had researched previously. In her final reflection paper she 
wrote, “As a Hispanic woman, I feel a responsibility to contribute infor-
mation from a perspective that is lacking within the overall collaborative 
space. I can use Wikipedia to showcase how fun research can be.”

As Freire (2003) wrote, “Students, as they are increasingly posed 
with problems relating to themselves in the world and with the world, 
will feel increasingly challenged and obliged to respond to that chal-
lenge .  .  . the resulting comprehension tends to be increasingly criti-
cal and thus constantly less alienated  .  .  . and gradually the students 
come to regard themselves as committed” (Freire [1970], p. 81). Sim-
ilarly, speaking of her experiences with engaged pedagogy, hooks 
(1994) wrote that her students “want an education that is healing to 
the uninformed, unknowing spirit” and want  instructors to address 
“the connection between what they are learning and their overall life 
experiences” (p. 19). Later she said, “The academy is not paradise. But 
learning is a place where paradise can be created. The classroom, with 
all its limitations remains a location of possibility.  .  .  . This is educa-
tion as the practice of freedom” (p.  207). Although not all students 
explained their contributions in relation to their identities, several did 
elect to create articles for or contribute to articles that actively tried to 
improve gender and racial representation in what is available on Wiki-
pedia. And the students’ reflections on their work further informed 
our ongoing iteration of the assignment.

Lessons Learned

Bringing Wikipedia into the classroom required some trial and error. 
Several students in the fall 2019 semester, for example, opted to make 
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new articles for authors read in the course. Despite discussions empha-
sizing that this was more complex than editing existing articles, stu-
dents still thought it would be easier. These students ran into problems 
finding reliable sources to cite (beyond faculty bios on university web-
sites). We identified that this largely stemmed from students being 
unfamiliar with sources like academic book reviews, which facilitate 
scholarship as conversation (Rowland et  al., 2019). Thus, in spring 
2020, short academic book reviews were assigned to be read along-
side the selections from academic books assigned in the course. This 
addition helped put academic conversations in context but also helped 
students realize what other sorts of information would be useful in 
creating articles about scholars. Rather than shy away from having 
students create new articles, the iterative process simply showed what 
skill sets and knowledge practices students would need before tackling 
such projects. Indeed, one student in fall 2020 created a new article for 
a scholar that has thus far met Wikipedia’s notability standards. The 
article was shared with the scholar, who then immediately shared it 
with her entirely family, much to the delight of the student who had 
worked so hard on it.

In addition, one student in fall 2019 expressed concern that they 
did not feel comfortable making contributions to Wikipedia because 
they weren’t an “expert” on the topic. We now know it was important 
to emphasize that students need not be subject matter experts to iden-
tify flaws with existing articles and restructured some of the training 
activities to emphasize this. The WikiEdu trainings were reorganized 
for spring 2020 so that students identified the article they were going to 
edit/create earlier in the semester. For students contributing to existing 
articles, they did an evaluation exercise, identifying the changes they 
would make before finalizing that choice. Students creating new articles 
analyzed similar existing articles, identifying what they would need to 
do to make a good one. Then each of the weekly trainings and exercises 
required them to work on the articles they had chosen (e.g., learning to 
add citations by adding content and a citation to their sandbox for their 
article). This required reworking the default training timeline offered 
by WikiEdu and indeed showed some of the limitations of relying on 
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adopting a premade, rather than creating a tailored, scaffolded training 
structure. Finally, students in fall 2019 were asked to write letters to the 
next semester’s students to give them advice. This helped reinforce that 
they were part of an ongoing community, but also these notes helped 
ease students’ anxieties about their contributions. Students in spring 
2020 wrote similar letters to the next semester’s students, but also some 
wrote to the fall 2019 students thanking them for their advice. This 
practice continued in fall 2020 as it has proven successful.

Conclusion

On the final day of class for fall 2019/spring 2020/fall 2020, De Voe 
visited the classes not to “give the library talk” (Eisenhower & Smith, 
2009, p. 319) but to discuss her own perspectives on editing Wikipedia 
as both a librarian and scholar. This culminating moment reminded 
students that, by editing Wikipedia, they engaged in a scholarly project 
that reached beyond the bounds of the semester. The students enjoyed 
hearing someone else place their own experiences using Wikipedia 
in context. This was followed by a discussion of a reading on how to 
rebuild academics’ trust of Wikipedia (Jemielniak  & Aibar, 2016). 
Students connected their work as part of that broader mission. One 
student wrote, “I  appreciated how Kristina De Voe described Wiki-
pedia as more of an entry point into a subject, as opposed to the ulti-
mate authority on it. If the cultural understanding and expectations of 
Wikipedia change, as they have for me, perhaps it will become more 
broadly accepted in academia and positively regarded in popular cul-
ture.” Similarly, students found that they only really understood how 
Wikipedia works by actively engaging with it: “It was not until actively 
participating in the Wikipedia process, that I began to understand who 
is contributing, how they are going about doing it, and why.”

Over the course of four semesters, and two different courses, 98 
students have added approximately 73,000 words, 680 references, and 
51 commons uploads while editing 56 articles and creating 7 new 
ones. These edits, as of December 2020, had been viewed 7.5 million 
times. Adding Wikipedia to these courses served multiple pedagogical 
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purposes, such as integrating course content into tangible real-world 
actions, improving students’ writing skills, engaging in digital and 
information literacy skills, and creating projects in which students 
felt invested. As Davidson summarizes, assignments like these are 
“the ideal way to empower the next generation to use the avalanche of 
information at their fingertips in a purposive, responsive way to make 
possible their own future success and, ideally, their contribution to a 
better society” (2017, p. 97). At the end of the course, most students 
commented on feeling “proud” of their contributions: “After all of the 
time I put into this project I have to say that it is one of things I am 
most proud of doing here at school. I visited and worked on Wikipe-
dia every week for the entirety of the semester, which really made this 
assignment mean a lot.”

In The New Education, Cathy Davidson (2017) reviews the Stanford 
Study of Writing led by Andrea Lunsford, which found that students 
in the early 2000s felt more invested in writing that had an audience 
beyond their professor and classmates (pp. 94–95). Wikipedia can pro-
vide such an experience; as one student reflected, “Over one million 
Wikipedians viewed our pages! In just a few months our entire class 
made an impact. . . . Wikipedia is a true gem as its free information that 
would otherwise be hidden behind paywalls or for select individuals.” 
In their final reflection papers, regardless of the negative feelings they 
had around the project at times, nearly all students said the project was 
unlike anything they have ever done before. In one student’s words, “The 
process of actually editing a live Wikipedia page is not only educational, 
but gratifying. To be able to pull open Wikipedia and tell your family and 
friends, ‘Yeah, I wrote that!’ is a really rewarding and satisfying feeling.”
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Abstract

At Maastricht University Library, the use of literary sources from its Special Col-
lections by students is promoted and facilitated through the development and 
organization of specialized research-based learning programs as part of the Wiki-
pedia Education Program. The central aim of these learning programs is to edu-
cate students on the social relevance of the Special Collections, such as the Jesuit 
library, which contains books (on philosophy, history, anatomy, literature, theol-
ogy, law, and various social sciences) dating back to the beginning of the sixteenth 
century. In addition, by participating in these programs, undergraduate students 
from various colleges are given the opportunity to develop their information 
literacy skills by gaining experience in conducting empirical literature research 
on primary historical sources and its publication through a popular open-access 
platform. Evaluations from students indicate that the unique combination of 
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analyzing historical literature and the publication of their review on a modern 
open-access platform led to increased motivation, readership, sense of respon-
sibility, and understanding about the importance of open-access knowledge 
transfer and valorization of information. In addition to the Wikipedia Education 
Program, Maastricht University has also been involved in a noneducational Wiki-
media project: Wiki-Wetenschappers. The aim of this chapter is to provide an 
overview of the activities, approaches, and evaluation of the Wikipedia Education 
Program and the Wiki-Scientists project at Maastricht University.

Keywords

Wikimedia, Wikipedia, Wikidata, Special collections, Research-based learn-
ing, Skills and academic support, Information literacy, Historic books, Aca-
demic library courses, Social media, Open access.

Introduction

In recent years, several Dutch universities have been collaborating 
with Wikimedia Nederland on educational activities as part of the 
Wikipedia: Benelux Education Program. This program is part of a 
worldwide initiative that encourages academic teachers and students 
to share their knowledge by contributing to Wikipedia and Wikimedia 
projects. For example, in 2017 undergraduate students from Utrecht 
University wrote articles about manuscripts held by the library as part 
of the minor Discovery of the Middle Ages: From Parchment to the Inter-
net. In 2019, students from the University of Amsterdam wrote articles 
about Dutch or Flemish book printers, publishers, cartographers, and 
engravers as part of the course Old Books in a New World. When devel-
oping and implementing these programs, universities often ask for 
support from experienced Wikipedia editors or the local Wikimedia 
associations if they want to organize projects or activities. The general 
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mission of this collaboration is to make free, online educational con-
tent accessible everywhere.

With two courses and a research project, Maastricht University 
has been most prolific in its collaboration with Wikimedia Neder-
land. Alongside the regular curriculum, ambitious and motivated 
students of Maastricht University can participate in three excellence 
programs: Maastricht Research Based Learning (MaRBLe), Honours+, 
and Premium. The aim of these excellence programs is to offer stu-
dents extracurricular opportunities that help them to develop their 
talents, increase their knowledge, and strengthen their resume. Cur-
rently, more than 500 students participate in these programs each year 
(Excellence Education, 2020).

The MaRBLe program is offered to third-year undergraduate stu-
dents during the elective period in order to provide hands-on experi-
ence in conducting multidisciplinary scientific research. The number 
of credits varies from 15 to 18 ECTS,1 depending on the college that 
organizes the course. Second- and third-year undergraduate students 
can enroll in an Honours+ program for additional lectures and pro-
jects in order to develop academic skills, expand their knowledge, and 
build community. Students receive 5 ECTS if they successfully com-
plete the course. Premium is an excellence program for graduate stu-
dents to additionally work on a three-month group assignment with 
personal coaching, aiming to bridge the gap between the students’ aca-
demic and professional life.

Since 2014, Maastricht University Library has been collaborating 
with Wikimedia Nederland in the development of several educational 
programs. The first program developed was the MaRBLe course On 
Expedition at the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (FASoS). In 2017, 
the Honours+ elective course Historical Book Review was introduced 
at the Faculty of Psychology and Neuroscience (FPN). The Maastricht 
University Library has also been collaborating with Wikimedia Ned-
erland on the research project Opening up old books: Investigating the 
botanical archives of Maastricht at the Maastricht Science Programme 
(MSP), an internationally oriented Liberal Arts and Sciences program 
of the Faculty of Science and Engineering (FSE).
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Educational Programs

On Expedition
For years now, FASoS students have been participating in the On Expe-
dition course. The general aim is to guide students in the selection, 
analysis, and review of historical travel books from the Jesuit Library 
for their bachelor’s thesis. In the first part of this five-month MaRBLe 
course, students have the opportunity to experience and strengthen 
their interdisciplinary scholarly research skills through examining 
literary sources that contain information about trade missions and 
scientific expeditions and analyzing these sources in terms of identity 
and concepts such as othering, a concept linked to the work of mod-
ern theorist Edward Said (Said, 1978). This course consists of lectures, 
collection tours, presentations, group discussions, skills workshops, 
and feedback sessions. In 2020, an additional activity was introduced, 
which consisted of the creation of a vlog series in which one of the stu-
dents (Hvalić, 2020) shared her thoughts, accomplishments, struggles, 
and aw-moments throughout the course.

Knowledge valorization or societal outreach is an important aspect 
of the MaRBLe program. Students present their research results not 
only to their fellow researchers but also to interested parties outside 
of the university. They share academic knowledge with nonacademic 
stakeholders. In the second part of this course, students are given an 
assignment to disseminate their research results to a wider audience 
by writing and publishing an article on Wikipedia. Although most stu-
dents are familiar with Wikipedia, none or only few have experience 
with creating or editing its content. Therefore, students learn how to 
write articles for Wikipedia during three instruction classes with a vol-
unteer at Wikimedia Nederland. In the first class meeting, students 
are introduced to the scope and writing guidelines of the platform; 
then students start writing their article in a personal Wikipedia sand-
box (i.e., a space to experiment with the process of editing Wikipedia). 
During the second class meeting, students receive feedback on the 
first draft of their article, which they have to incorporate for the final 
class meeting. In between the instruction classes, students also receive 
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online feedback from a Wikimedia volunteer in their sandboxes and 
on their Wikipedia talk pages (i.e., administration pages where edi-
tors can discuss improvements to articles or other Wikipedia pages). 
After the third and last class meeting, students submit their final draft 
for review. One week later, the course is finalized in online one-on-
one sessions in which the students are taught how to add their arti-
cles to Wikipedia. Additional information about this MaRBLe course, 
including the program, handy links (e.g., tutorials and cheat sheets), 
guidelines, contact information, and links to contributions, sandboxes, 
and talk pages are published on a dedicated Wikipedia project page 
(FASOS Marble Spring, 2020). Students are graded on three different 
outputs: their thesis proposal, a Wiki article on the book of choice, 
and their bachelor’s thesis. All outputs are evaluated with a pass or a 
fail that is based on peer and individual supervisor feedback, forms, 
and checklists. A  Wikimedia volunteer pays special attention to the 
structure and encyclopedia-style writing of the Wiki article and the 
selection and citation of references.

In sum, an important objective of the On Expedition course is to 
encourage students to analyze, write, and present information about 
literary sources to a global audience using the popular open-access 
platform Wikipedia. Contributing to Wikipedia gives students a sense 
of ownership and responsibility for their work that lasts long after the 
course has ended. In addition, students practice writing from a neutral 
point of view. The encyclopedia-style writing is challenging as Wikipe-
dia policy states that any material or quotations challenged or likely to be 
challenged, anywhere in the article, require citations. Strict adherence to 
referencing and citing primary sources in this course is an academic skill 
students will benefit from in the rest of their academic career.

Historical Book Review
During the Historical Book Review elective course of the FPN Hon-
ours+ program, students write Wikipedia articles on original, strange, 
or unusual psychology (related) books from the Special Collections 
that were published before 1920. The course consists of five class meet-
ings during which the students are taught how to write a book review 
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article for Wikipedia. Furthermore, students participate in a guided 
Special Collections tour, either on location or in the form of a lives-
tream. During this tour, students are shown examples of psychology 
classics and other collection highlights held by the University Library.

During the first class meeting, students are introduced to the Spe-
cial Collections and learn how to search for primary sources within 
these collections using the online library catalog. Students pitch and 
discuss their book of choice during the second class meeting, followed 
by a training session in specific discipline database search. During the 
third class meeting, students are instructed about the scope and writ-
ing guidelines of Wikipedia by a Wikimedia volunteer. Students pres-
ent the results of a deep reading analysis of their book, for example, in 
the form of an argument map, during the fourth class meeting. In the 
fifth and last class meeting, students showcase their Wikipedia articles 
with brief presentations of their book reviews, offering room for peer 
review and general feedback from the instructors. Following this final 
meeting, students have time to finalize their Wikipedia book review 
and add it to their personal sandbox. A  Wikimedia volunteer gives 
feedback via the talk pages. Detailed information about this course is 
centrally structured in a dedicated Wikipedia project page (FPN His-
torical Book Review, 2020). Students are graded on two outputs: the 
presentation of the results of the deep reading exercise and the Wiki-
pedia book review. Since the aim of the Historical Book Review course 
is to write a book review, special attention is paid to the historical con-
text and layout of the book (e.g., context, time frame, book reception, 
intro sentence, and headers).

Opening Up Old Books
Opening up old books: Investigating the botanical archives of Maastricht 
is an intermediate-level research project within the MSP of the FSE. 
In this project, students study historical plant books from the Special 
Collections. During this four-week, full-time project, students are 
asked to analyze historical botanical books in the context of contem-
porary science. The aim of this project is to conduct a comparative 
analysis between the contents of an interesting, important, or peculiar 
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book from plant biology and current knowledge on the book’s topic. 
In addition, students write a book review article for Wikipedia. At the 
end of this course, both the outcome of the comparative analysis and 
the book review are published on Wikipedia.

In January 2019, thirteen students participated in this new project, 
which was developed by an evolutionary biologist from the FSE, the 
University Library, and a Wikimedia volunteer. During this course, 
the students worked on a comparative analysis of four botany text-
books from the Special Collections dating from the nineteenth to the 
twenty-first century, resulting in a forty-five-page report. At the start 
of the project, the students formed three groups; each group selected a 
post-Linnaean botanical book from the Special Collections, the oldest 
one dating back to 1821. Students used a personal Wikipedia sandbox 
for writing sections of the book review and then merged their indi-
vidual contributions using a group sandbox. After having completed 
this merger, a Wikimedia volunteer provided in-depth feedback, 
with a focus on meeting the Wikipedia quality standards and layout 
guidelines. All the Wikipedia articles have a similar structure: short 
introduction, context, content, literary styles, reception and impact, 
gallery, references, and an info box. Information about the project was 
published on a dedicated Wikipedia project page (MSP, 2019). The 
instructors assessed the quality of the Wikipedia articles on three lev-
els: contents, referencing, and structure. Grading was done on a Lik-
ert-type scale, ranging from very poor to excellent.

A feedback session indicated that it was an interesting experience 
for everyone involved for several reasons. First, the MSP program 
was established in 2011 and does not have big historical collections of 
books to study. They were therefore eager to use books from the Special 
Collections. Furthermore, the library skills training sessions were eval-
uated as particularly essential because searching for old books is dif-
ferent from navigating modern literature. Students also indicated that 
they were excited and eager to physically touch and browse through 
these old, historical, literary sources and that they really got an under-
standing about how knowledge evolved. For example, they had great 
fun laughing at the idea that bacteria were once thought to be plants. 
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In conclusion, all students were highly motivated by the combination 
of discovering and examining old books, learning about Wikipedia, 
and improving their literature search skills. All students passed the 
project with high results.

Impact in and beyond the Classroom
The collaboration between college staff (teachers, researchers), univer-
sity library employees (curators, information specialists), and Wiki-
media volunteers resulted in engaging and comprehensive courses. 
Evaluation of these courses suggests a valuable impact on multiple 
levels, both inside and outside the classroom. An important aim for 
the developers of these courses was to improve the academic infor-
mation literacy skills of students, such as searching and analyzing his-
torical information sources, communicating academic knowledge to a 
public audience, practicing encyclopedia-style writing, and referenc-
ing and citing literary sources. Surprisingly, practical implementation 
and hands-on experience with these courses suggest that the realized 
impact was much broader.

An additional impact of these courses relates to a unique element 
that differentiates them from other academic courses: the course results 
in the publication of the student’s work on an open-access platform. For 
many students, this is the first time that they expose and demonstrate 
their academic knowledge and skills to a general audience. Feedback 
from the students indicates that the prospect of this outcome results 
in increased motivation, readership, and a sense of responsibility and 
ownership for “their” Wikipedia article throughout the course. Students 
also indicate that this course contributed to their understanding about 
the importance of open-access knowledge transfer and valorization of 
information. For example, by contributing high-quality, scholarly arti-
cles to Wikipedia they can contribute to a positive image of Wikipedia 
as a legitimate information source freely accessible to everybody in 
the world. The hands-on experience of contributing to these processes 
resulted in a feeling of personal gratification and proudness.

In addition to the actual course activities, the library contributed 
by scanning the images and other relevant information from the books 
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students selected. All of the public domain images that were scanned 
for these courses are accessible on Wikimedia Commons. By doing 
this, visibility and usability have increased. This shows in the analytics 
of file usage in other Wikis. Images that are still under copyright are 
listed to be undeleted when they become public domain. Maastricht 
University Library recently decided that all scanned, copyright-free 
images from the Special Collections should be available on Wikimedia 
Commons (2020), and in Wikidata as Linked Open Data.

Limitations and Future Recommendations
Although evaluation of the Wikipedia Education Program courses 
suggests a valuable impact on multiple levels, there are also areas of 
improvement. First, past experiences in the course Historical Book 
Review indicate that many students struggle with finding relevant 
information about the historical context of the book. Students tend to 
primarily search for references and texts directly linked to the book 
title. Future courses should focus on training students to find relevant 
information that is not directly linked to the book title. Second, some 
of the articles written by the students remain unpublished. The final 
draft of an article is generally graded when it is still in the student’s 
sandbox. Sometimes only a few minor adjustments have to be made in 
order to publish the article. For future courses, it is paramount that all 
articles are published if they meet the course criteria and Wikipedia’s 
policies and guidelines. Third, not all the books or authors students 
selected are suitable for a Wikipedia article. Some books are relatively 
unknown and did not receive a lot of media attention. The effort and 
time students invested in researching these books is not always visible. 
Future courses could benefit from identifying poorly covered topics 
and contribute to filling Wikipedia’s knowledge gaps. Last, not so much 
an area of improvement as an observation, these courses and projects 
fit better with smaller classes. Maastricht University uses a problem- 
and research-based learning approach working in small groups of ten 
to fifteen students. In bigger classes it is difficult to monitor students’ 
work and provide feedback. Universities with a more traditional mode 
of learning should take this into account.
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Noneducational Wikimedia Project

The Wiki-Scientists Project
From late 2018 to October  2019, Maastricht University participated 
in the Wiki-Scientists project (translated from Dutch; Wiki-Weten-
schappers, 2019) of the Dutch Foundation for Academic Heritage 
(SAE). The SAE is a network of Dutch universities that supports 
these universities’ heritage and cultural collections. With the Wiki- 
Scientists project the SAE aimed to construct a publicly and centrally 
accessible overview of biographical information on Dutch professors 
and prominent scientists. Currently, four Dutch universities have an 
online Album Academicum, but a national overview did not yet exist. 
With the construction of this overview, the SAE wished to meet the 
need for a central access point to the distributed information sources 
held by the various Dutch university libraries and heritage institutions. 
In order to obtain this goal, it was proposed to collect all available bio-
graphical information of prominent Dutch scientists since 1575 and 
enter them into Wikidata. Furthermore, the intention was to construct 
this database in such a way that it could be optimally used and easily 
accessed by a general audience. In order to achieve the goals of the 
Wiki-Scientists project, two Wikimedians-in-residence were appointed. 
They made the biographical data structurally available on Wikidata.

At Maastricht University, data of all deceased professors has been 
processed, mapped, and linked to existing items in Wikidata, includ-
ing first and last name, profession, date/place of birth, date/place of 
death, sex/gender, education and university, employer, position, and 
academic degree. All professors received a persistent identifier and 
all items have been assigned one or more citations. If possible, data 
is linked to the Virtual International Authority File (VIAF). The list is 
periodically updated by bots. Information and a current overview of 
Maastricht professors is available on Wikidata and the renderings of 
the Maastricht project data in Scholia (Scholia: Maastricht University, 
2020). By participating in the Wiki-Scientists project, we have been able 
to contribute to a visible, usable, and sustainable heritage of prominent 
scientists in the Netherlands.
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Conclusion

In recent years, the love-hate relationship that teachers and researchers 
had with Wikipedia is changing for the better. More and more aca-
demics see the benefits of Wikipedia, Wikidata, and other Wikime-
dia project websites. With the collaborations and projects described in 
this chapter, Maastricht University Library has contributed to a better 
understanding of how Wikipedia and Wikidata can be deployed within 
an academic context and what the advantages are for students and oth-
ers interested in contributing. Maastricht University Library serves as 
an inspiring example for other teaching librarians in the Netherlands. 
In the years to come, the library will continue its collaboration with 
Wikimedia Nederland as part of the Wikipedia Education Program, 
for the three courses described above, and for new courses with a focus 
on legal history, medical history, and the history of science. Further-
more, Maastricht University Library aims to provide better access to 
its collections by optimizing object registrations in line with innova-
tive developments based on linked, open-access data. The library has 
recently started a pilot project to link its Golden Age of Illustration 
data to Wikidata. These courses, projects, and initiatives are in line 
with the library’s long-term ambition to contribute to building an 
extensive digital infrastructure in the form of a sustainable distributed 
digital network, based on linked (open) data.

Note
	1	 ECTS is an abbreviation for European Credit Transfer System. One ECTS 

is equal to twenty-eight hours of study.
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Abstract

A collaboration among an instructor, librarian, and Wikipedia was initiated 
to help second-year undergraduate students at University College Dublin, Ire-
land, increase their digital citizenship skills through publishing in Wikipedia. 
The collaboration brought together diverse relevant expertise to design and 
deliver an effective learning experience. Integrating Wikipedia into the class-
room experience gave students firsthand involvement with the research and 
scholarly communication process.

The chapter is divided among three perspectives, reflecting academic, 
library, and Wikipedia perspectives on the implementation of the collabora-
tive authorship project:
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1. � Deeper learning through learning design in the classroom using Wikipedia—an 
academic’s perspective.

2. � Using Wikipedia to teach critical thinking and academic integrity—a librarian’s 
perspective.

3. � Enabling university students to write and publish collaboratively with Wikipe-
dia—a Wikipedian’s perspective.

Students engaged enthusiastically with Wikipedia. Challenges included support-
ing students in implementing new learning, such as academic integrity skills. The 
partnership among academic staff, the library, and Wikipedia suggests a potential 
framework for learning design (Boling, 2010), which may help others apply a simi-
lar experiential approach to learning.

Keywords

Collaborative authorship in higher education, Digital citizenship, Experiential 
learning, Wikipedia.

Developing Students’ Digital Citizenship Skills

The development of a range of digital literacies plays a significant role 
in students’ abilities to participate successfully in the workplace and 
wider society. The European Union (EU) (Carretero Gomez et  al., 
2017, pp. 8–9) has classified five areas of digital competence as founda-
tional to digital citizenship information and data literacy:

•	Information and data literacy
•	Communication and collaboration
•	Digital content and creation
•	Safety
• 	Problem Solving

While university students may be assumed to possess these critical 
skills for active and full participation in higher education, researchers 
(e.g., Head & Eisenberg, 2011; Martzoukou et al., 2020) have observed 
gaps in students’ information skills and a reliance on Internet search 
engines to find information. A survey based on the EU’s five areas of digi-
tal competencies revealed that higher education students perceived their 
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digital skills to be lacking in some areas (Martzoukou et al., 2020). Edu-
cators have long expressed concern about levels of digital skills among 
the “Google Generation.” For example, Ercegovac (2008) reported that 
students possessed technical skills but lacked skills that would define 
them as information literate, such as approaches to information search-
ing, evaluation, critical thinking, and using information ethically.

Wikipedia in Higher Education
Increasingly, Wikipedia has come to play a role in education as a free 
encyclopedia providing information with an error rate close to that of 
Britannica (Giles, 2005). Further, Wikipedia has become a household 
word among the general public as one of the most popular sources of 
information in multiple subject contexts. However, Wikipedia has 
another role to play in the development of digital literacies among stu-
dents, offering a valuable learning environment in which to develop 
multiple competencies that lead to digital citizenship and social engage-
ment (Fulton, 2019). While the appropriateness of using Wikipedia is 
often a source of debate in higher education, research has shown that 
both students and academics refer to the online encyclopedia for infor-
mation (Knight & Pryke, 2012). Student editors are not commonplace 
in Wikipedia (Obregón-Sierra & González-Fernández, 2020). However, 
introducing students to a deeper engagement with the encyclopedia as 
editors and creators of content has significant potential for digital skills 
development. The relationship between student editors and Wikipedia 
also has reciprocal benefits. Student editing of Wikipedia can have a 
long-lasting impact on the encyclopedia itself with increased page views 
and editing activity in the Wikipedia community (Zhu et al., 2020). Ross 
(2020), a champion for the Wikipedia Education program, has applauded 
its Wikipedia Student Program for supporting this impact:

The work students are doing isn’t just an “academic exercise;” it has 
an audience, and it matters enough that people are both reading 
it and building on it (para 4).

Importantly, understanding this impact can increase the meaning 
of social participation for students.
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A Collaborative Partnership to Embed Digital Competencies
The Course

The focal point for the collaborative initiative was an information liter-
acy course, DigiComp: Core Competencies for Digital Citizenship, which 
has long been taught (under various titles) as part of the second-year 
undergraduate program in the School of Information and Commu-
nication Studies in the College of Social Sciences & Law. The course 
focuses on students’ development as digital citizens and, to this end, 
has proactively supported students as they developed critical thinking 
skills essential for full social participation after university.

The course challenges students to engage with an array of digital 
skills noted in the EU’s classification of essential digital competencies 
for digital citizenship (Carretero Gomez et al., 2017). In particular, stu-
dents learn a variety of skills to help them locate, organize, manage, 
use, and create information for not only the academic setting but also 
for their future careers and workplaces. The course is organized around 
the university’s twelve-week trimester, with topics covered as follows:

•	Super Searchers: The Characteristics of Effective Searchers and 
Users of Information

•	Discerning Factual Information from Fake News, Disinforma-
tion, & Misinformation

•	Engaging with Information and Academic Integrity
•	Acknowledging the Work of Others Appropriately
•	Digital Bibliographic Skills
•	Developing Successful Digital Search and Evaluation Strategies
•	Effective Collaborative Authoring in Wikipedia
•	Organizing Information
•	Bibliographic Control vs. Miscellany
•	Expanding Citizenship: Information Published by Government
•	Selecting and Utilizing Channels of Communication Effectively

Students examine a range of pathways to information through for-
mally structured literature channels, as well as informal channels, 
including user-generated content, learning how to select pathways to 
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information and apply appropriately to problem-solving. Evaluating 
information is emphasized, enabling students to identify fake news, mis-
information, and disinformation. Learning is mapped to various areas of 
these information literacies with deeper engagement weekly in particu-
lar topics to scaffold overall learning over the twelve-week course.

At the end of the course, students reflect on their learning journey. 
They submit a reflection in which they critically analyze their learn-
ing. Importantly, they must identify what they have learned, report 
emotions attending this learning, relate their new knowledge to pre-
vious knowledge, validate and integrate these perspectives such that 
they challenge their previously held assumptions and approaches to 
their studies, and plan for future use of their newly acquired skills. The 
reflection helps to embed skills acquisition further, by encouraging 
students to review their learning holistically and to understand what it 
is they have learned and why.

The Collaboration
A collaboration among Wikipedia, academic staff, and the library to help 
second-year undergraduate students at University College Dublin become 
digital creators through publishing in Wikipedia began with the common 
objective to help students develop core digital competencies for digital cit-
izenship. The course instructor had long liaised with the library to deepen 
student learning of information skills, with the college liaison librarian 
visiting the classroom to help teach particular information skills, such as 
referencing. The instructor and the Wikipedian met as the Wikipedian 
began working with the encyclopedia in Ireland and the Wikipedian gave 
a guest lecture to the class, and from there the librarian’s involvement in 
the course continued to grow. Alongside the involvement of Wikipedia in 
the classroom, the assessment for the course evolved to provide students 
not only the experience of locating and evaluating information but also to 
apply their developing information skills experientially in the “real-world” 
setting of the encyclopedia. The course combines classroom instruction, 
guest instruction, problem-solving exercises and activities, e-tutorials  
to help reinforce concepts and various information skills, a wide array of 
literature and resources to support information-seeking skills, visits to 
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libraries, and other online and offline institutions that house information 
along with working in teams to write and publish collaboratively with Wiki-
pedia. This opportunity to apply learning directly further supports students’ 
involvement with the research and scholarly communication process.

As common goals for information literacy became evident, a more 
formal collaborative partnership among the instructor, librarian, and 
Wikipedian was established. The collaboration brings together diverse, 
relevant expertise to design and deliver an effective learning experi-
ence. From guest visits, we have moved to a deeper engagement with 
student learning so that partners work collaboratively in considering 
course content and scaffolding learning across the course. As a result, 
students find they are introduced to key concepts and practical appli-
cation systematically. Their work then culminates in an edit-a-thon, 
in which the collaborators work with the students to finalize details of 
historical portraits and publish this work to Wikipedia.

Perspectives on Learning Design  
and Outcomes

The expertise each partner brings to the course is significant, both 
overlapping and complementary to the overarching goal of informa-
tion literacy. This section explores the roles of the instructor, librar-
ian, and Wikipedia collaborators in developing and engaging with 
learning design for increased achievement of competencies among 
students as follows:

1.	 Deeper learning through learning design in the classroom using 
Wikipedia—an academic’s perspective.

2.	 Using Wikipedia to teach critical thinking and academic  
integrity—a librarian’s perspective.

3.	 Enabling university students to write and publish collabora-
tively with Wikipedia—a Wikipedian’s perspective.

This approach provides a unique examination of our collaboration 
and input into helping students develop their literacy skills, creating 
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what Boling (2010, p. 2) refers to as a learning design case, that is, “a 
description of a real artifact or experience that has been intention-
ally designed.” Our learning design is rooted in our collaborative per-
spectives on digital competencies and the process of acquiring this 
learning. Our partnership is also reflective, in which we are constantly 
“observing and mentally storing episodic memories” to improve on 
our application of collaborative teaching and to create “precedent,” that 
is, a proactive, continuous gathering of knowledge to apply now or in 
future learning and our practice (Boling, 2010, p. 4).

(1)  Deeper learning through learning design in the classroom using 
Wikipedia—an academic’s perspective

After many years of working with students to develop their information 
skills, the instructor adopted an experiential learning approach using 
Wikipedia to embed fundamental information skills and theoretical 
principles into the course, DigiComp. Incorporating Wikipedia into 
the classroom was a first in higher education in Ireland—considered 
bold, if not controversial in 2011. Our collaboration supported stu-
dents’ development of these essential citizenship skills from different 
perspectives. The course coordinator/academic instructor provided 
the course framework and grounded the work in the academic context; 
the librarian brought practical tools and digital skills training, which 
augmented course content; and the Wikipedian provided context for 
writing for Wikipedia and offered essential skills training.

In class, instruction was provided by each team member. For exam-
ple, students learned about formal and informal channels to informa-
tion during the course, and importantly the role of factual information 
and tools, such as encyclopedias, in solving problems. The Wikipedian 
reinforced this by explaining standards for content development in the 
online encyclopedia. Similarly, students learned about evaluating and 
attributing information sources appropriately. The librarian reinforced 
this learning with instruction around critical thinking and academic 
integrity. Students then put their learning into action, setting up Wiki-
pedia accounts, locating and verifying information appropriate for an 
encyclopedia, and referencing their work in an article. Students ran 
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individual plagiarism checks using a tool called Earwig, which assesses 
Wikipedia articles for copyright violations, as well as the plagiarism 
tool, Urkund, in the learning management system (LMS) Brightspace. 
Throughout this process, students had exemplars, in the form of full 
articles, which were published in Wikipedia, as well as support from 
people in the Wikipedia community who could answer questions and 
note points that required further editing attention.

Learning culminated in an end-of-course Wikipedia Edit-a-thon, 
an editing workshop during class, bringing all instructors and students 
together. The Wikipedian also ran mini advanced lessons, such as 
adding visual content to articles, during the edit-a-thon. The edit-a-
thon provided students an opportunity to ask residual questions, offer 
peers feedback, and to wrap up their work. Having experienced col-
laborative authorship firsthand, students then wrote a reflection about 
their learning over the course, detailing their application of learning in 
Wikipedia and relating this learning to plans for future learning and 
the workplace. This reflective piece was significant for helping students 
review and deepen their learning around literacy skills further.

(2) �Using Wikipedia to teach critical thinking and academic 
integrity—a librarian’s perspective

Critical thinking and academic integrity are foundational skills under-
graduate students must develop in order to succeed at university and 
later in their working careers (Shavelson et al., 2019; Tremblay et al., 
2012). Yet librarians often find themselves teaching these skills in a 
vacuum: a lecturer calls them into their classroom to “do the library 
session” without explicitly integrating the session’s learning outcomes 
into the wider module. Such one-shot sessions often fail to provide 
students with the information and digital literacy skills they require 
for academic success and responsible citizenship (Mays, 2016). In con-
trast, by introducing critical thinking and academic integrity in the 
context of collaborative authorship for a Wikipedia entry, students are 
no longer expected to develop these skills in the abstract: they become 
active researchers involved in a scholarly conversation with their 
peers, develop critical thinking skills while evaluating the quality of 
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the sources selected for their projects to prepare biographies for indi-
viduals who were significant in Irish History, and adhere to academic 
integrity principles in order to have their Wikipedia entries accepted. 
Collaborating with the instructor and the Wikipedia representative 
gives the librarian greater influence over the introduction of critical 
thinking and academic integrity skills.

The library component for this learning experience involved three 
interventions: an academic integrity session, a critical thinking ses-
sion, and a short introductory session on finding relevant library 
resources for the specific Wikipedia biographical articles the students 
were editing. The academic integrity session was developed as part of 
a university-wide plagiarism prevention effort with contribution from 
UCD Library (University College Dublin Library, 2019). The session 
was designed by members of the library and included a class discus-
sion about the nature of plagiarism; giving students a set of specific 
scenarios and asking them to decide whether they constituted plagia-
rism (University College Dublin Library, 2013); and providing practi-
cal strategies to avoid plagiarism such as paraphrasing exercises and 
citation exercises using the APA referencing style (Collery, 2014).

As Biando Edwards (2018) identified, students often lack the abil-
ity to approach information in a critical manner and librarians are 
particularly well placed to impart this knowledge in the classroom 
(pp. 288–93). The critical thinking workshop was designed to provide 
students with the necessary tools to evaluate the academic quality of 
the sources they found for their Wikipedia entries and apply critical 
reading and writing skills to their collaborative work. The workshop 
used elements from both the Society of College, National and Uni-
versity Libraries (SCONUL)’s Seven Pillars of Information Literacy 
Core Model (SCONUL Working Group on Information Literacy, 2011) 
and the Association of College  & Research Libraries Framework for 
Information Literacy for Higher Education (ACRL, 2016) to focus on 
the evaluative aspect of information literacy. It also introduced John 
McManus’ SMELL test for analyzing the validity of news media reports 
(McManus, 2013). SMELL stands for Source, Motive, Evidence, Logic, 
and “Left Out,” prompting students to search beyond the surface of 
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news reports to uncover potential manipulations of facts or evidence. 
The short introduction to library resources was an opportunity to 
highlight specific materials of relevance to the various Wikipedia 
entries and to reinforce the use of techniques such as paraphrasing 
and correct referencing in plagiarism prevention.

Overall, the three library interventions constituted a much more 
effective contribution to the learning outcomes of the module than is 
usually provided by a catch-all, one-shot library session. The collab-
oration with the course instructor and the Wikipedia representative 
provided the librarian with a greater understanding of the specific 
aims of the module and the learning needs of the students, particularly 
given the challenges in developing students’ academic integrity skills 
that were uncovered during the implementation of the Wikipedia com-
ponent of the module. It was also an exciting opportunity to position 
academic integrity and critical thinking skills in the broader context of 
digital competencies for successful citizenship in the real world. How-
ever, the three interventions also posed questions about the scalability 
of this approach to other modules and student groups, given the work-
load involved and the existing constraints on the librarian’s time.

(3) �Enabling university students to write and publish collaboratively 
with Wikipedia—a Wikipedian’s perspective

The first introductory Wikipedia lecture gave students an overview 
of Wikipedia and the wider ecosystem of Wikimedia projects, with 
a focus on the media repository, Wikimedia Commons. The session 
ranged from the origins of Wikipedia to the basics of setting up an 
account, finding the user sandbox in which students can make some 
initial test edits, and making those first few edits to a Wikipedia article. 
Suitable and unsuitable sources for citations were also covered, as well 
as the basics regarding copyright in relation to adding photographs or 
other media to Wikipedia articles. This was followed up later with the 
second session, in which students raised questions that were answered, 
usually with live demonstration, for the benefit of the whole class. Que-
ries ranged from simple technical questions regarding editing articles 
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to more nuanced discussions about appraising sources or conflicting 
historical narratives.

The longest-lasting impact that writing Wikipedia articles has for 
any student is the knowledge that their work has life beyond the tra-
ditional essay. The information they gathered has been added to the 
largest encyclopedia ever written, instead of languishing in an essay 
that only themselves and their lecturer will read. This has been one of 
the main rallying calls for many Wikipedia-based education programs 
across the world (Wikimedia Education, 2019).

By editing Wikipedia, students are enabled to use their access to 
university library resources in order to free information from pay-
walled and specialized information repositories. They are taking this 
information, to which most people outside of educational institutions 
do not have free access, and adding it to “the sum of all human knowl-
edge.” In their research, they access a wide and varied corpus of infor-
mation, from newspapers to dictionaries of national biography, many 
of which they are using for the first time. In exploring what it means 
to be able to draw on resources, such as paywalled journals, expen-
sive academic publications, and specialized materials, the students are 
experiencing their library collections in a new and pragmatic way.

In recruiting student editors to contribute to Wikipedia interna-
tionally, we come closer to bridging gaps in representation regarding 
gender, geography, language, sexuality, or nationality on Wikipedia. In 
this case, working with students in Ireland, they are confronted with a 
platform that has a number of recognized gaps in knowledge and that 
is making a concerted effort to map all of these gaps as part of a wider 
movement strategy (Zia et al., 2019). One nuance of editing content 
relating to Ireland on English-language Wikipedia is the issue of being 
a nondominant culture within the Anglophone world. Many of the his-
tories of Ireland have been historically dominated by the narratives 
from the United Kingdom and the United States.

From the simple problem of historic figures being misidentified as 
British, rather than Irish, to misconceptions about the impact of his-
toric moments within a specific Irish context, Wikipedia can act as a 
clearing house for these issues. This is best illustrated with an example. 
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In 2019, the students focused on famous Irish sportspeople. As a num-
ber of these people competed in the Olympic Games of the early twen-
tieth century, the students were confronted with periods in history 
where Irish people competed first under the British flag, followed by a 
period in which Irish athletes were forced to participate as part of the 
British team with some bringing their own Irish flags to fly in protest, 
and finally a period after Irish independence during which some Irish 
nationalistic athletic associations refused to allow their members to 
participate in the Olympic Games at all. This engagement with the his-
torical record provides a new and more nuanced way for students to 
engage with issues of identity, nationhood, and representation through 
the individual experiences of those from a tumultuous period in Irish 
history.

Students also encountered the often-frustrating lack of source 
material regarding the history of women in many walks of life, from 
politics to science. They discovered that women’s biographic entries in 
works like the Dictionary of Irish Biography (DIB) are subentries in 
articles about their fathers, brothers, or husbands rather than entries 
in their own right. One example was the Olympic fencer Shirley Arm-
strong, whose husband’s entry in the DIB barely makes mention of her, 
despite her being only one of two Irish women selected to take part in 
the 1960 Rome Olympics and her long and storied career as a fencer 
and trainer. Encountering these issues themselves, rather than having 
them explained as an abstract idea through a lecture, makes the chal-
lenges around representation more tangible for students.

By teaching the next generation the importance of verifiable and reli-
able information sources, we are not only fostering good digital citizen-
ship but we are also equipping students with the critical tools to find, 
assess, and analyze sources and facts. While these skills can be fostered 
through lectures and information seeking and evaluation exercises, 
Wikipedia offers a unique peer-review environment in which the stu-
dents have their additions to articles quickly accepted or rejected by the 
community. By experiencing the sometimes highly exacting demands 
of fellow editors to adhere to Wikipedia editing guidelines and policies, 
students are exposed to an assessment of their work unlike anything 
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within traditional academia. In some cases, when students have not 
adhered to Wikipedia guidelines and conventions, they have had all of 
their edits removed or reverted, and in an extreme example, a group of 
students were blocked from editing Wikipedia owing to persistent copy-
right infringement. In this case, the students continued to add the same 
content to an article and, despite repeated warnings, attempted to add 
the same content again and were blocked from any further editing. The 
real-world consequence of being blocked from editing had an impact on 
the students, which felt far more immediate than a low-grade or critical 
feedback from a lecturer. It was also something from which I or their 
lecturer could not shield them or afford them any special dispensation.

Outcomes and Learning Design

Students engaged enthusiastically with Wikipedia and valued the oppor-
tunity to participate in an activity they could list on their curricula vitae 
(CVs). While students embraced collaborative authoring in Wikipedia, 
their participation was not without challenges. For instance, some stu-
dents found academic integrity, considered a highly important area of 
learning for students in the university, complex and sometimes difficult to 
put into practice, even with training. While students received instruction 
about plagiarism and how to avoid it, there have been occasions where 
students found their work deleted by editors because it was not properly 
cited; in these cases, the sandbox in Wikipedia can help students manage 
their work while they make necessary modifications. Ongoing iterations 
of the course have involved increasing learning support to help students 
avoid plagiarism. The collaboration among Wikipedia, the library, and 
the instructor has facilitated a coordinated approach to topics, such as 
academic integrity, which utilizes in class instruction, problem-solving 
around scenarios, and use of Wikipedia’s plagiarism detector. Addition-
ally, student tutors from other program levels in the school meet with 
the second-year students outside class instruction hours to help embed 
team collaboration and literacy skills.

The collaboration has provided new insights into the needs of stu-
dents regarding the development of digital literacy skills. From an 
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academic perspective, the collaboration has highlighted the different 
facets of instruction and learning, which can be brought together to 
support student learning. Academic libraries have also long offered 
instruction and assistance to students as part of their development 
of core literacy skills and competences. Higher education instruc-
tion continues to help students acquire learning and critical thinking 
skills that will serve them in the workplace. Bringing together these 
often parallel efforts provides students with an opportunity to excel in 
their development holistically. Currently, University College Dublin’s 
Library is developing a programmatic approach to teaching academic 
integrity to students across the university, and the experience of this 
collaboration among Wikipedia, the librarian, and the instructor will 
feed into the planning for that project. Collaborating with a partner 
external to the university, such as Wikipedia, has enabled the bringing 
together of parallel efforts toward digital citizenship development. The 
Wikipedia Education Program has a history of working with students 
and instructors, providing guidance for becoming and teaching others 
to become an editor of the encyclopedia (Wikipedia Education, 2020). 
Having a Wikipedia champion present during learning provided our 
students with direct access to expert knowledge about the workings 
of the online encyclopedia and deeper sense of involvement with 
Wikipedia.

The collaboration offers a potential framework for incorporating 
learning design that utilizes partnership and collaboration to help 
others apply a similar approach to learning. Collaborating does not 
necessarily mean developing teaching and learning materials from 
scratch. Existing courses may already involve excellent learning 
opportunities for students. Adding Wikipedia to the mix enhances 
the desired learning acquisition among students, critically through 
provision of experiential learning. Students can access assistance and 
advice from a professional in the field, apply learning immediately 
through Wikipedia, and reflect immediately throughout the pro-
cess of learning, in keeping with Kolb’s (2014) experiential learning 
process.
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Abstract

Jennifer L. Sullivan (academic librarian) and Jessica Lott (anthropology pro-
fessor) are invested in pedagogical approaches that help learners apply course 
content to their everyday lives. With this goal in mind, we created a flexible 
Wikipedia-based assignment for an upper-level anthropology course, Gen-
der, Sex, and Sexuality: A Global Perspective, as a way to teach information 
literacy skills in a real-world setting while also enriching course content. As 
the course’s culminating assignment, learners researched an information gap 
on Wikipedia addressing gender. Learners were also asked to use their expe-
rience on Wikipedia to reflect on the significance of the documented gender 
bias in Wikipedia.

This chapter discusses the advantages of Wikipedia as a platform for cul-
tivating authentic information literacy practices. In particular, we address 
ACRL’s Framework for Information Literacy in Higher Education, informa-
tion literacy as a social justice imperative, and disciplinary information literacy. 
We taught this assignment four times over the period summer 2017–summer 
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2020 and draw from our experiences collaborating on this assignment. We 
hope that learning from our successes and failures will inspire those who wish 
to adapt it for their instruction.

Keywords

Active learning, Wikipedia, Information literacy, Social justice, Gender, 
Teaching methods, Instruction, Collaboration, Cultural anthropology.

Introduction

How can we empower our learners to share their work in a meaningful 
way and position our learners’ hard work to make a difference outside 
of the classroom? In 2017, Jessica (anthropology professor) and Jen-
nifer (academic librarian) set out to address these questions in Jessica’s 
upper-level anthropology course at Southern Methodist University 
(SMU), a private research university in Dallas, Texas, United States. 
We asked learners in our class to contribute to a Wikipedia article as 
the culminating class assignment. We loved that the assignment moti-
vated learners to deeply engage with information literacy and cultural 
anthropology because they valued Wikipedia as a public resource and 
felt responsible for adding accurate content.

Jessica’s course, Gender, Sex, and Sexuality: A  Global Perspec-
tive, fulfilled an information literacy requirement in the university 
curriculum, so we pursued and won a stipend funded through the 
university library. The stipend was created by the SMU Libraries 
to encourage faculty/librarian partnerships in assignment design 
and implementation. The faculty member received a one-time sti-
pend of $1,000. While the librarian did not receive a stipend, they 
enjoyed an enhanced reputation at the library, increased recogni-
tion on campus, and opportunities to collaborate with additional 
faculty members.

In this chapter, we will share our process of collaborating to develop 
and implement an assignment asking learners to contribute content to a 
Wikipedia page. We begin by situating our work in the literature on Wiki-
pedia in higher education and on librarian-faculty collaboration. We go 
on to illustrate why editing Wikipedia provides unique opportunities for 
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teaching information literacy and contextualize our assignment in terms 
of social justice and feminist pedagogy. We conclude with a discussion of 
lessons learned and possibilities for modifying this assignment for other 
course contexts. It is our sincere hope that by sharing our journey, we 
can offer a tangible approach for those who wish to use Wikipedia in the 
classroom but have yet felt equipped to try.

Literature Review

Editing Wikipedia in Higher Education Classrooms
Many educators in higher education have implemented Wikipedia 
editing assignments in their courses. Case studies using this approach 
have been published in a variety of fields, including kinesiology and 
physical education (Kingsland & Isuster, 2020); political science, wom-
en’s studies, communication (Carver et al., 2012); medicine (Azzam, 
2017; Murray et al., 2020); health science (Dawe & Robinson, 2017); 
chemistry (Walker  & Li, 2016); history (Chandler  & Gregory, 2010; 
Edwards, 2015; Nix, 2010; Pollard, 2008; Watts, 2012); athletic training 
(Camihort, 2009); sociology (Konieczny, 2012, 2016; Wright, 2012); 
law (Witzleb, 2009); and economics (Freire & Li, 2016). However, we 
are unaware of any published case studies from anthropology. As we 
will discuss, the context of cultural anthropology encourages learners 
to take a global, contextual approach to Wikipedia pages that may not 
be found across disciplines. This context also attunes learners to vari-
ous social inequalities and a social justice approach, perspectives they 
can apply as they identify inequalities in information and how they 
manifest on Wikipedia.

Collaboration between Librarians and Faculty
Collaboration between faculty and librarians can have a substantial 
impact on learners’ information literacy skills. Including a librarian in 
the classroom yields increased levels of critical information literacy, 
digital literacy, research skills, and technical capabilities for learners 
(Koziura et al., 2020). Moreover, working together in both the plan-
ning and implementation of an assignment enables a greater level of 
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strategic and holistic instruction (Junisbai et al., 2016). Feminist ped-
agogy, furthermore, suggests that as faculty-librarian partnerships 
develop over time, librarian time in the classroom (even as a one-shot) 
can be increasingly effective (Kingsland, 2020). Instruction at this level 
can create learners who have increased fluency in producing and con-
suming information that lasts beyond graduation and creates socially 
responsible and engaged citizens.

While collaborating may seem like a daunting and time-consuming 
undertaking, it does not have to be. In fact, a pragmatic implemen-
tation imparts valuable information literacy skills with only a mod-
erate level of librarian input with assignment design and pedagogy. 
A couple of strategically placed, hands-on library sessions accrue the 
greatest gains in learner outcomes. Moreover, the addition of a librar-
ian into the planning and implementation of a course can reduce the 
burden on faculty by supporting and implementing a share of the  
discipline-based research goals (Junisbai et al., 2016).

Effective information literacy instruction is ideally embedded 
within the context of a discipline, since each discipline has its own 
research paradigms and modes of thought (Grafstein, 2002). Disci-
plinary information literacy requires participation from the learners, 
the librarian, and the professor. Learners must critically engage with a 
variety of kinds of information in different formats. The librarian ele-
vates classroom learning by incorporating fundamental ideas of infor-
mation literacy, and the professor provides curricular assignments that 
deepen interaction with disciplinary scholarship. In our collaboration, 
we worked together to develop learning outcomes that incorporated 
specific information learning skills within the context of anthropology.

The Assignment

As a culminating assignment for Jessica’s upper-level anthropology 
course, Gender, Sex, and Sexuality: A Global Perspective, learners iden-
tified an information gap on a Wikipedia page dealing with gender, 
completed research to address the gap, composed text to add to their 
chosen article, and published their work. Learners were also asked to 
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reflect on their experience on Wikipedia to discuss the significance of 
the documented gender bias on the platform (Maher, 2018) in a reflec-
tion essay.

Though this project was the culminating assignment, it was a 
semester-long project. We identified six learning outcomes for this 
assignment, based on defined information literacy objectives. We uti-
lized these learning outcomes to create our assignment and assessment, 
an approach known as backward design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). 
The assignment included professor-led discussions, two librarian-led 
sessions, a librarian-led working session, learner reading outside of 
class, and the research and writing for the Wikipedia page that learn-
ers completed outside of class. By weaving the assignment throughout 
the course, we helped learners see connections between course content 
and online knowledge production. See Appendix for the full lesson 
plan, including learning outcomes.

Wikipedia and the Framework for Information 
Literacy in Higher Education

In 2016, the Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) 
revamped its information literacy standards to reflect today’s more 
complicated and nuanced information landscape, where much 
information access occurs in an unfettered, increasingly data-
driven online environment. The revised framework better allows 
users to address the information issues we face today. It defines 
information literacy as a “set of integrated abilities encompassing 
the reflective discovery of information, the understanding of how 
information is produced and valued, and the use of information in 
creating new knowledge and participating ethically in communities 
of learning” (ACRL, 2015, p. 8). Information literacy is no longer 
defined as a set of concrete skills to be learned; instead, it is a net-
work of interrelated core concepts and understandings that inform 
our ideas around and use of information. Its goal is to help users 
successfully adapt to and navigate information presented in a vari-
ety of contexts and formats.
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The learning goals of the new Information Literacy Framework 
include a combination of two important elements: knowledge practices 
(the demonstrated ways in which learners can increase their under-
standing of the core concepts) and dispositions (the affects, attitudes, 
and values we bring to knowledge seeking and use). In our research, we 
focused on two frames: Authority Is Constructed and Contextual and 
Scholarship as Conversation.

Authority Is Constructed and Contextual
Authority Is Constructed and Contextual is the recognition that infor-
mation may be presented formally or informally and through vari-
ous media types, as well as that authority is based on the information 
needed and the context in which it is created (ACRL, 2015). Expert 
searchers approach authority with an attitude of informed skepticism 
and the recognition that biases exist that privilege some sources over 
others, especially in the areas of gender, sexual orientation, and cul-
tural orientation.

Engaging in the knowledge practices defined under each section 
of the Framework paves the way for embodying the dispositions that 
prime our learners to successfully work in a global society. For exam-
ple, practice in the Authority Is Constructed and Contextual frame 
allows for learners to become more comfortable having an openness 
to new ideas, perspectives and worldviews, the motivation to seek 
authority from nontraditional sources, and the recognition that fre-
quent self-evaluation is necessary to carry out these dispositions. 
This frame is ideal to teach in the context of Wikipedia for two rea-
sons: the neutrality pillar and the dynamic structure of Wikipedia’s 
platform.

Wikipedia has five pillars, or guidelines, that Wikipedia editors 
must adhere to. Here, we focus on the pillar “Wikipedia is written 
from a neutral point of view” (“Wikipedia,” 2020a, para. 2). This pillar 
requires authors to maintain an objective stance and to include mul-
tiple points of view. Maintaining an objective stance was a novel and 
challenging experience for most of our learners, who were accustomed 
to writing thesis-driven essays. Neutrality (as Wikipedia labels it) 
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required them to continuously check their own biases to be sure they 
were covering all points of view.

Anthropological course work can position learners to utilize the 
pillar of neutrality. Our course, for example, centered on global per-
spectives on gender. Learners were then prepared to include multiple 
points of view when writing about a non-Western culture for Wikipe-
dia. For instance, a learner in our course who wrote about polygamy 
in Afghanistan discussed the issue in terms of practical reasons for the 
practice, cultural belief, historical context, and local and global pol-
itics. Several of our learners stated that this project broadened their 
awareness of their own biases and thus made it possible to ensure that 
they were seeking out sources that presented viewpoints different from 
their own.

Scholarship as Conversation
Scholarship as Conversation refers to the idea that discourse among 
scholars occurs over time, and new insights and discoveries occur 
because of the presence of competing ideas and differing perspec-
tives (ACRL, 2015). These conversations are clearly seen on an arti-
cle’s talk page.

Every article on Wikipedia has a talk page where the article’s con-
tent is discussed. Through examination of talk pages, our learners saw 
the peer-review process in action. Effective communication on these 
talk pages is a critical component of maintaining the growth of Wiki-
pedia as a viable, volunteer-driven, open resource. The transparency 
of the discourse on the talk pages allowed us to discuss academic writ-
ing with our learners, as they were able to see comments and discus-
sion around topic content and scope (Dowell & Bridges, 2019). When 
learners engaged in the talk pages of their chosen articles, they partic-
ipated in peer review. As editors, it allowed them to “see themselves as 
contributors to scholarship rather than only consumers of it” (ACRL, 
2015, para. 10).

Our learners were also required to review each other’s writing 
through an in-class, peer-review exercise. This provided an avenue 
for learners to gain the knowledge practice to “critically evaluate 
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contributions made by others in participatory information environ-
ments” (ACRL, 2015, para. 11).

Disciplinary Information Literacy: Working 
with Information in Cultural Anthropology

A discipline-based approach to teaching information literacy, where 
responsibilities for teaching are shared between faculty and librarians, 
provides a holistic, rich experience for learners (Grafstein, 2002; Junis-
bai et al., 2016). This approach allows learners to develop subject-spe-
cific content knowledge and research practices within that subject. This 
area is where Jessica’s disciplinary knowledge and expertise became an 
invaluable part of information literacy instruction.

Cultural anthropologists gather information through ethno-
graphic fieldwork, typically living with a group of people whose lives 
are different than their own (American Anthropological Association, 
n.d.). The American Library Association (2008) developed disci-
plinary information literacy standards based on the ACRL Frame-
work described above. Importantly, these disciplinary standards are 
intended for use with research and writing about human subjects. 
Information literate learners in anthropology understand how the 
validity of evidence is assessed and original solutions are proposed 
(Grafstein, 2002).

Cultural anthropology seeks to understand human cultures 
and lifeways across the globe. There is an emphasis on understand-
ing diverse points of view, so information must be understood in its 
appropriate cultural context (American Library Association, 2008). By 
writing about a culture different from one’s own for a public audience, 
learners practice this element of disciplinary information literacy and 
experience the challenges of communicating these nuances.

Information Literacy as Social Justice
Libraries have a long-held connection to social justice. In fact, the 
American Library Association (2019) included many values associated 
with social justice as “library core values,” such as unfettered access to 
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ideas; freedom for all people to form, to hold, and to express their own 
beliefs; respect for the individual person; democracy; diversity; social 
responsibility; intellectual freedom; education and lifelong learning; 
and serving the public good. Moreover, information literacy education 
was proclaimed a human right in 2005 (IFLA, 2015) and is considered 
an important prerequisite for democracy (Obama, 2009).

While the Framework for Information Literacy in Higher Education 
does require taking a critical approach toward information literacy, 
both in its knowledge and dispositions objectives, it stops at learn-
ers acknowledging biases in bodies of knowledge. In response, Laura 
Saunders (2017) at Simmons College proposed a new frame: Infor-
mation Social Justice. The Information Social Justice frame asserted 
that in order to most effectively understand and use information, 
“users must be able to examine and interrogate the power structures 
that impact that information and analyze the ways that information 
can be used to both inform and misinform” (Saunders, 2017, p. 67). 
Our project—through readings, class discussions, self-reflections, and 
the editing of Wikipedia—helped our learners, and ourselves, develop 
several of the knowledge practices and dispositions that serve this 
proposed frame by both exposing and expanding the dynamic, mul-
tifaceted nature of the information landscape, and thereby reinforcing 
the importance that we all employ empathy, critical scrutiny, and self- 
reflection when engaging with information. Our learners gain critical 
information literacy fluency when they can recognize where injustice 
occurs in a presentation of information and feel empowered with skills 
to effect change.

Information Literacy as Social Justice in Cultural Anthropology
Contemporary cultural anthropology closely interrogates social ine-
qualities on local, national, and global scales. Anthropologists research 
from the “ground up,” analyzing rich detail of lived experiences within 
larger social and cultural contexts. Many cultural anthropologists align 
themselves with those who are oppressed (Kirsch, 2018; Singer & Baer, 
2018). Gender inequality is often an important element of these anal-
yses of social inequalities.
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Our focus on information literacy as social justice strengthened 
the disciplinary goals that Jessica already had for her course. Jes-
sica asked learners to think deeply about gender inequality—how it 
emerges, how it perpetuates, and possibilities for mitigating it—as a 
key course goal. Through the Wikipedia editing assignment, learn-
ers expanded on this theme by experiencing how information crea-
tion and information access are also shaped by global and gendered 
inequalities.

Gender Bias on Wikipedia
We employed feminist pedagogy when we asked learners to interro-
gate gender bias as a social justice issue on Wikipedia (Accardi, 2013; 
Hoodfar, 1992). We introduced learners to the information gaps that 
exist on Wikipedia (and, more broadly, in the literature) and asked 
them to use their experiences on the platform to reflect on these ine-
qualities. Here, we unpack some of the issues around gender bias on 
Wikipedia.

The guidelines for knowledge production in English-language 
Wikipedia, while necessary, often perpetuate a gender bias in what 
is considered notable and publishable. This is evidenced most con-
spicuously in the “notability” pillar (discussed previously as an exam-
ple of the frame Authority Is Constructed and Contextual). This  
pillar—a crucial part of how Wikipedia can minimize editors’ explicit 
biases—is especially problematic for women based on the verifia-
bility requirement, which states that for an article to exist, the topic 
must have received significant coverage in reliable sources that are 
independent of the subject (Harrison, 2019). Perhaps most famously, 
Donna Strickland, a Nobel Prize winner in physics, was not granted 
her own Wikipedia page, even though her male collaborators were, as 
she had not received enough media coverage to satisfy the verifiability 
requirement (Koren, 2018).

Wikipedia’s structure also contributes to gender bias on the 
platform. Wikipedia’s foundational infrastructures, policies, and 
technologies were built in a male-dominated culture that excluded 
women. Unfortunately, this led to a pervasive culture where women 
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were faced with multiple barriers for contributing, both due to com-
paratively fewer technological skills and female editors’ adversarial 
experiences with pushback from the Wikipedia community (Ford & 
Wajcman, 2017).

The demographics of the editor population are another likely con-
tributor to Wikipedia’s inherent biases. Over 85 percent of Wikipedia’s 
40 million editors are white men (“Wikipedia,” 2020b). This narrow 
demographic comprises a large portion of the editor population, so 
their interests and worldviews influence what does and does not get 
covered (Wagner et al., 2016). The topics receiving the most coverage 
on Wikipedia tend to be narrow: war, sports, and video games (Carle-
ton et al., 2017).

Empowering Learners
After spending the semester discussing inequality and issues of social 
justice, learners can feel helpless in the face of pervasive structural 
issues. However, developing skills to communicate about gender ine-
quality for a broad audience empowers learners in a variety of ways. 
Some learners told us that this skill equipped them to push back against 
gender inequality in their lives and their activism. The assignment also 
allowed learners to “talk back” in a small way by helping to address the 
gender gap in Wikipedia. They also participated in “public anthropol-
ogy” by translating anthropological research for the public, in service 
of the common good (Borofsky, 2008). By editing Wikipedia, learners 
supported diverse voices on a widely read public platform.

Advice and Recommendations

Since we found this project so rewarding, we have taught this assign-
ment four times over three years. Each time, we solicit learner feedback 
and work to improve the assignment. Here, we share some of what we 
learned in this process as well as ideas for how to adapt this assignment 
for different contexts.

It is important to consider how assignment information is pre-
sented to learners. We found that it is best to provide a list of pages 



	 Authentic Learning in Cultural Anthropology � 75

that learners can research. When we provided cross-cultural examples, 
learners researched more diverse topics instead of choosing topics close 
to their own lives. We also found that it is best to only give learners 
an abbreviated assignment overview at the beginning of the semester. 
Too much information up front leads to information overload, causing 
confusion (Bawden & Robinson, 2009). Jessica found that learners are 
less overwhelmed if scaffolding assignments are distributed through-
out the semester. Jessica also reiterates the assignment’s goals often, 
so learners continue to connect their work with course goals. We also 
would like to experiment with an infographic to streamline communi-
cation about steps of the assignment.

In early versions of this assignment, Jennifer’s visits to the classroom 
focused on how and why we were using Wikipedia in class. However, 
there are other powerful approaches that librarians can take. The initial 
librarian visit could begin by facilitating a critical discussion of Wiki-
pedia as a source before delving into the mechanics of the project. The 
librarian can also guide learners through information literacy frames 
that we focus on in the project, using some of the activities developed 
by the Private Academic Library Network of Indiana (PALNI) (2020). 
The assignment could also require a visit with a librarian.

The first time we taught this assignment, we had a learner who did 
not participate, though he was otherwise active in class. We suspected 
that he was simply too anxious about sharing his writing to engage. 
Jessica came to realize this was a stumbling block and started telling 
learners that some nervousness is a normal part of the research pro-
cess. In the future, we will draw from Carol Kuhlthau’s (1991) founda-
tional work, “Inside the Search Process,” to normalize anxiety as part of 
the process to show how meeting with a librarian can help them move 
past this stage.

This assignment can be modified for a variety of courses. Jessica 
has since modified the assignment for a lower-level class by offering 
more professor support, decreasing the required number of citations, 
and having learners work in pairs. As an alternative, learners could also 
add citations to an undercited page, rather than write new text (Oliver, 
2015). These pages can be found in Google by using the query: “needs  
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additional citations” site:en.wikipedia.org and a topic. For example, “needs  
additional citations” site:en.wikipedia.org anthropology will provide a 
list of Wikipedia articles on anthropology that require more citations. 
Another option is to use the Citation Hunt tool (Citation Hunt, n.d.), 
which pulls up a random snippet in a Wikipedia article that needs a cita-
tion. If a learner wants to address the snippet, they click on the “I Got 
This” button, which directs them to the Wikipedia page where they can 
add a citation. In upper-level courses, the assignment might be used as a 
springboard for a traditional research paper. Learners could also reflect 
on how their paper differs from the Wikipedia page, engaging in critical 
thinking skills around bias and different styles of writing.

Developing, implementing, and iterating this assignment has been 
an edifying and enjoyable experience. The assignment has reinforced 
feminist pedagogy and social justice themes present in Jessica’s course, 
and we have learned from each other’s approaches and knowledge bases. 
We hope that our discussion is a resource for those who want to teach 
using Wikipedia but who have had more questions than solutions. As 
with any high-impact classroom activity, there are bound to be hiccups. 
However, working through the challenges has been beyond worth it for 
this assignment, as it has been an important learning opportunity for 
everyone involved: faculty, librarian, and learners alike.
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Appendix: Wikipedia Editing Assignment

In this assignment, we asked learners in an upper-level cultural anthro-
pology course to add to an existing article on Wikipedia. In developing 
the assignment, we drew from the templates laid out by Wiki Educa-
tion and some of the resources they created to provide resources for 
learners in the class (Wiki Education, 2017).

Since the course was Gender, Sex, and Sexuality: A Global Perspec-
tive, we focused on pages that addressed gender or sexuality in some 
way. However, since there is a dearth of information about the Global 
South in English-language Wikipedia (Salvaggio, 2015), most cultural 
anthropology courses have the potential to contribute to an instance of 
information inequality on Wikipedia.

Learning Outcomes

We used the frames in the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy 
for Higher Education to organize learning outcomes for this project. 
Table 1 lists our learning outcomes with the information literacy frame 
that they are meant to develop. The table also shows how elements of 
our assignment address our learning outcomes. Depending on your 
course, you may wish to focus more on some frames and less on others. 
This is part of what makes this assignment flexible.

Assignment

In this assignment, we ask learners to research and write a contribu-
tion to an existing Wikipedia page about gender or sexuality. Learn-
ers also submit an annotated bibliography and write a short reflection 
essay at the end of the semester. This project is spread out over the 
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Table 1  Learning Outcomes and Assignment Design
Learning 
Outcome

Class 
Discussion

Learners 
Identify 
Research 
Gap and 
Choose 
Article

Learners 
Research 
and 
Write 
Drafts

Peer 
Review and 
Professor 
Review

Interact with 
Wikipedians

Annotated 
Bibliography

Reflection 
Paper

Articulate 
how 
knowledge 
is produced 
on a popular, 
participatory 
online 
platform 
(Wikipedia)
IL Frame: 
Authority Is 
Constructed 
and 
Contextual

X X X X

Locate 
relevant and 
trustworthy 
sources of 
information, 
both through 
the university 
library and 
online.
IL Frame: 
Authority Is 
Constructed 
and 
Contextual

X X X X

(Continued)
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Learning 
Outcome

Class 
Discussion

Learners 
Identify 
Research 
Gap and 
Choose 
Article

Learners 
Research 
and 
Write 
Drafts

Peer 
Review and 
Professor 
Review

Interact with 
Wikipedians

Annotated 
Bibliography

Reflection 
Paper

Write 
collaboratively 
with others, 
both in person 
and in a 
digital space. 
This includes 
giving and 
receiving 
feedback in 
a productive 
and respectful 
manner.
IL Frame: 
Scholarship as 
Conversation

X X X X

Write in 
accordance 
with style 
guide and 
informational 
framework of 
a specialized 
platform. 
IL Frame: 
Information 
Creation as 
Process

X X X X

Table 1  Continued
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semester, and learners practice writing in drafts. Below is an example 
of the assignment introduction that we give to learners early in the 
semester:

This semester, you will learn to edit Wikipedia! You will be adding a section 
or more to a Wikipedia page related to gender or sexuality, working toward 
the goal of making your changes “live” to the site. This project will be com-
pleted piece by piece throughout the semester. You will have the professor 
and librarian Jennifer L. Sullivan to support you through this process.

Learning 
Outcome

Class 
Discussion

Learners 
Identify 
Research 
Gap and 
Choose 
Article

Learners 
Research 
and 
Write 
Drafts

Peer 
Review and 
Professor 
Review

Interact with 
Wikipedians

Annotated 
Bibliography

Reflection 
Paper

Define and 
recognize bias 
in information 
and remove 
it from their 
research and 
writing. 
IL Frame: 
Information 
Has Value

X X X X X

Identify when 
a piece of 
writing does 
not adequately 
address issues 
of gender and/
or sexuality. 
IL Frame: 
Research as 
Inquiry

X X X
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By the end of the semester, your writing should meet Wikipedia’s guide-
lines and should cite at least 4 authoritative sources. Your grade on this 
project will be based on a final packet, with an annotated bibliography, 
reflection essay, and final contribution to Wikipedia. By going through 
this process and adding to an article on Wikipedia, you will help to close 
information gaps on the platform.

We progressed through the following steps in our semester-long pro-
ject. These steps are scaffolded and introduced as we move through the 
semester:

•	Discussion of information bias
•	Students choose Wikipedia page
•	Introduction to Wikipedia and introduction to searching with 

Jennifer (librarian)
•	Draft of writing for peer review (in class)
•	Draft of writing for professor review
•	Make writing live to Wikipedia (in-class with Jennifer—librarian)
•	Continued edits and interacting with Wikipedia editors
•	Final packet submitted to professor consisting of a short reflec-

tive essay, annotated bibliography, and best draft of their writing 
(as determined by the learner)

The first step—discussion of information bias—will likely vary from 
class to class. Jessica used this time to set up the relationship between 
information bias and course content. Jennifer made the inspired sug-
gestion of using an article from The Atlantic titled “This Article Won’t 
Change Your Mind” as assigned reading for this day of class (Beck, 
2017). Building on this reading, Jessica led a discussion of the cultural 
life of ideas and what kinds of information are appropriate or convinc-
ing in what situation. This can easily bridge to a discussion of infor-
mation privilege and why we are editing Wikipedia in our course. The 
professor can introduce this link even earlier, if desired, on the first 
day of class. Any first-day activity that asks students to think about the 
nature of information in the course discipline will work. Jessica has 
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asked students about truth and belief (Jenks, 2016) or practiced data 
collection (Keys, 2000) to meet this goal.

Assessment

Learners often have a flash of anxiety when they first find out about 
this assignment, since they assume their grade will be based on how 
Wikipedians judge their writing. However, learning goals for this pro-
ject emphasize the research process and contextualizing research expe-
rience as part of larger bodies of work. So, our approach was to award 
points for tasks that supported these goals. For example, we awarded 
points for a reflection essay, completing WikiEdu trainings, participat-
ing in peer review and professor review drafts, interacting with Wiki-
pedians, and an annotated bibliography.

Another common challenge is assessing the final student writing. 
Learners are used to meeting word count or page length parameters in 
their writing, but those measures are not necessarily useful when writ-
ing for Wikipedia (Blumenthal, 2018, May 1). We have used bench-
marks such as number of citations to signal length requirement to 
students. It is also important to clarify how writing will be assessed; 
Wiki Education (2017, November 14) provides sample rubrics to draw 
from. Some criteria we have used in our rubric are “conformed to 
Wikipedia style” and “added a significant new idea.”

Different Semester Lengths

We have taught this assignment in both abbreviated and full-length 
semesters. We have had best success with courses lasting a month or 
more, though the overall context of your course is important to con-
sider. We reflect upon some of our experiences below.

A fifteen-week class meets Wiki Education’s requirements for full 
enrollment and support in their program. This is a helpful resource 
and a good reason to use this assignment in a longer semester. More-
over, learners have more time to research and write in this format. We 
have found, however, that in these longer semesters, learners’ efforts 
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typically are spread over more courses and professors only see them a 
few times a week, so communication can be more difficult.

We originally developed the assignment for use in a one-month 
summer course. This worked well: students expected an intensive 
experience and Jessica was able to address student questions face-to-
face quickly. In the one-month format, learners researched and drafted 
their contribution to a Wikipedia page during the first full week of 
class, worked through drafts the second week, made work live to Wiki-
pedia in the third week, and submitted their final reflection paper on 
the last week of class.

Resources

Teaching and Learning Wikipedia
Art+Feminism. (n.d.). Get started: Learn to edit! Art + Feminism. https://

artandfeminism.org/resources/getting-started/quick-guides-for-editing/.
This is a quick guide for editing Wikipedia—great for an overview or to plan 

an edit-a-thon.
Blumenthal, H. (2018, May 1). Assessing Wikipedia contributions. Wikiedu. 

https://wikiedu.org/blog/2018/05/01/assessing-wikipedia-contributions/.
This blog post lays out guidelines for grading learner contributions to 

Wikipedia.
Citation Hunt. (n.d.). https://citationhunt.toolforge.org/en?id=b001095b.
Citation Hunt finds ideas in Wikipedia that are tagged “citation needed.” This 

can be used as part of an assignment.
Education/Reasons to use Wikipedia—Outreach Wiki. (n.d.). https://out 

reach.wikimedia.org/wiki/Education/Reasons_to_use_Wikipedia.
This is a discussion of some of the benefits and drawbacks of teaching with 

Wikipedia.
Wiki Education. (2017, November 1). Teach with Wikipedia. Wiki Education. 

https://wikiedu.org/teach-with-wikipedia/.
Learn how the Wikipedia Education Foundation can support your teaching.
Wiki Education. (2017, November 2017). Wiki Education classroom program 

example grading rubric. Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikime 
dia.org/wiki/File:Wiki_Education_Classroom_Program_example_grad 
ing_rubric.pdf.

Sample rubrics for assessing learner writing and references for Wikipedia writing.
Wikimedia Education. (n.d.). https://outreach.wikimedia.org/wiki/Education.

https://artandfeminism.org/resources/getting-started/quick-guides-for-editing/
https://artandfeminism.org/resources/getting-started/quick-guides-for-editing/
https://wikiedu.org/blog/2018/05/01/assessing-wikipedia-contributions/
https://citationhunt.toolforge.org/en?id=b001095b
https://outreach.wikimedia.org/wiki/Education/Reasons_to_use_Wikipedia
https://outreach.wikimedia.org/wiki/Education/Reasons_to_use_Wikipedia
https://wikiedu.org/teach-with-wikipedia/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Wiki_Education_Classroom_Program_example_grading_rubric.pdf
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Wiki_Education_Classroom_Program_example_grading_rubric.pdf
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Wiki_Education_Classroom_Program_example_grading_rubric.pdf
https://outreach.wikimedia.org/wiki/Education
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This is a hub for all things Wikipedia in Education.

Readings and Activities
Beck, J. (2017). This article won’t change your mind. The Atlantic. www.

theatlantic.com/science/archive/2017/03/this-article-wont-change- 
your-mind/519093/.

This reading asks students to think about the social life of information.
Jenks, A. (2016). First day activity: Ten things you believe to be true. Soci-

ety for Cultural Anthropology. https://culanth.org/fieldsights/first-day- 
activity-ten-things-you-believe-to-be-true.

This first-day activity asks students to consider what is true and what they 
believe.

Keys, G. (2000). Doing ethnographic research in the classroom: A  simple 
exercise for engaging introductory students. In P. C. Rice & D. W. McCurdy 
(Eds.), Strategies in teaching anthropology (pp. 164–66). Prentice Hall.

Students take turns pretending to be an alien from outer space who is inter-
viewing an American about eating habits in this first-day activity.

PALNI. (2020). LibGuides: Framework for information literacy for higher 
education. https://libguides.palni.edu/c.php?g=185459&p=1224981.

PALNI has gathered activities and ideas for teaching information literacy 
frameworks.

Salvaggio, E. (2015). Theories: Wikipedia and the production of knowledge. 
Wikimedia. https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/1a/The 
ories_Wikipedia_and_the_production_of_knowledge.pdf.

This document provides topics and discussion questions for discussing Wiki-
pedia as knowledge production.

http://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2017/03/this-article-wont-change-your-mind/519093/
http://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2017/03/this-article-wont-change-your-mind/519093/
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https://culanth.org/fieldsights/first-day-activity-ten-things-you-believe-to-be-true
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Abstract

Wikipedia is in the top ten of the most visited websites in most places in the 
world and makes up the backbone of the Internet’s information ecosystem. 
Despite the global presence of the website and its sister projects, the knowl-
edges of the African diaspora, in particular the Caribbean, are poorly repre-
sented. This chapter introduces and outlines Black-led projects, campaigns, 
and initiatives both within and outside of the formal networks of the Wiki-
pedia communities and the Wikimedia Foundation. The history and value of 
Black encyclopedic sources are explored and frame the important work by 
projects like Black Lunch Table, WikiNdaba, Ennegreciendo Wikipedia, and 
AfroCROWD, which were started to help these editors and bridge content 
gaps.

In June 2020, the Wikimedia Foundation released a statement in support of 
Black Lives highlighting the support they provide to U.S.-based projects. This 
was followed with criticism from the community on missed opportunities 
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to acknowledge the work and networks outside the United States of on-wiki 
communities, information activists, academics, independent scholars, and 
communities who often go unrecognized. This chapter explores how the sys-
tem of white supremacy is a part of libraries and archives and Wikipedia; how 
Black-led shared knowledge information activists are circumventing the sys-
tem; and suggestions for a more inclusive path forward.

Keywords

Black Wikipedians, White supremacy, Wikipedia, Libraries and archives.

Introduction

There is no way to talk about liberational value if you don’t address the needs 
communities are facing. LGBT and black and indigenous communities—
we need to have them as central. We need to center on justice and not be 
afraid of politics. Archives have never been neutral—they are the creation 
of human beings, who have politics in their nature. Centering the goals of 
liberation is at the heart of the issue.—Jarrett Drake (“Archives Have Never 
Been Neutral,” 2017, para. 7)

“While we are in the same STORM, we are not the same BOAT” (Barr, 
n.d.). Some, especially Black and Indigenous people, are facing other 
storms on top of two pandemics: systemic racism and COVID-19. 
Just a week after George Floyd’s death on June 3, 2020, the Wikime
dia Foundation’s executive director Katherine Mayer and the chief 
operating officer Janeen Uzzell released a statement titled, “We Stand 
for Racial Justice” where the Foundation committed to supporting 
Black community members, readers, and editors and the movement 
for Black Lives (Maher & Uzzell, 2020). However, editors, especially 
Black editors, have been critical of the statement since they had not 
received this kind of public support prior to global protests for Black 
lives and in light of other corporations and institutions capitalizing on 
releasing statements tied to the Black Lives Matter movement. There 
were questions surrounding this statement: Will systemic change be 
addressed in the foundation and the Wikipedia movement? Will Black 
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Wikipedians be a part of shaping a plan for change? Is this simply per-
formative or will there be action?

In their statement, Mayer and Uzzell (2020) highlighted cam-
paigns, specifically AfroCROWD, Black Lunch Table, and Whose Knowl-
edge?—three U.S.-based campaigns and affiliates that have a proximity 
to the Foundation. In the past, the Foundation had been critical of these 
groups through grant evaluations. These groups still are grant funded, 
but now their works are publicly promoted with the Foundation’s back-
ing. The statement also focused on the lived experiences of Black people 
in the United States and while the aim of it was to be supportive and 
inclusive of all, the statement potentially alienated other members of the 
Black diaspora. By excluding Black Wikipedian communities outside of 
the United States, who are not affiliated with the Foundation, they fur-
ther marginalized the community that they desired to support.

There is a great deal of work to be done addressing white supremacy 
in libraries and archives. Librarians and archivists partially contribute 
to inequities in source materials and by defining authority. Black-led 
projects have been doing important and critical work around informa-
tion activism connected to the African diaspora in Wikipedia. Where 
there is no content, some of these projects are creating it and open-
ing conversations around authority of sources including marginalized 
communities’ definition of what an authoritative source is.

Roots in White Supremacy: Libraries  
and Archives

The roots of many professions in the United States are in white 
supremacy. Librarianship in the United States is no different. Many 
library scholars, such as Hathcock (2015), Bourg (2014), Espinal 
(2001), Galvan (2015), Hall (2012), and Honma (2005), have docu-
mented and highlighted this in literature. Scholar and activist April 
Hathcock (2015) described the invisible normativity of whiteness in 
librarianship’s origins as “a fundamental role in the profession from the 
start. Public libraries in the U.S. developed initially as sites of cultural 
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assimilation and ‘Americanization’ of immigrants needing to learn the 
mores of white society (Hall, 2012; Honma, 2005). Given the histori-
cal context, white normativity continues to be a hallmark of modern 
librarianship” (para. 4).

Although the way knowledge is organized is often perceived as neu-
tral, classification systems are heavily biased. Sociologist Chris Bourg 
(2018) added, “Our classification systems are also not neutral. We use 
subject headings that center the straight, white, male, European experi-
ence; and are often racist and dehumanizing” (para. 36). Recent literature, 
for example, has established and documented that Melville Dewey, often 
called the “father of modern librarianship” and creator of the Dewey 
Decimal Classification System, had a history of antisemitism, racism, 
and misogyny (Blakemore, 2018; Flood, 2019; Ford, 2018; Gooding- 
Call, 2019; Lindell, 2019; Oster, 2019). The earliest iterations of his 
classification system had his bigotry woven into it, and the system is 
still used to organize information throughout the English-speaking 
world. Similarly, the Library of Congress Classification system, which 
was mainly adopted by large academic libraries, did not include any 
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) when it was created. 
In the 1930s and 1940s, librarians and information activists like Alfred 
Kaiming Chiu and Dorothy Porter began to change these systems to 
make the works of BIPOC content creators more visible in the systems 
designed to erase them (Liu, 2000; 裘开明_百度百科 (Qiú kāimíng_
bǎidù bǎikē), n.d.; Nunes, 2018).

Black Scholars Building Encyclopedic Knowledge
Before Dorothy Porter, a librarian, bibliographer, and curator at How-
ard University who started identifying white supremacy in the Dewey 
Decimal system in the 1930s and 1940s, Black information activists 
helped pave the way for her important work. In the early 1900s, soci-
ologist, journalist, and activist W. E. B. Du Bois took a different route 
to changing the system. Instead of trying to change the popular ency-
clopedia of the day, the Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Du Bois sought to 
publish nothing less than the equivalent of a black Encyclopaedia Britan-
nica, believing that such a broad assemblage of biography, interpretive 
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essays, facts, and figures would do for the much denigrated black world 
of the twentieth century what Britannica and Denis Diderot’s Ency-
clopedie had done for the European world of the eighteenth century” 
(Gates & Appiah, 2007). He envisioned a four-volume, two-million- 
word Encyclopedia Africana, which would be a comprehensive knowl-
edge of the history, cultures, and institutions of the people of African 
descent. The announcement of this project celebrated the fiftieth anni-
versary of the Emancipation Proclamation and the “tercentenary of the 
Landing of the Negro” (Du Bois, 1909a). In a letter to Dr. Edward W. 
Blyden, a leading Pan-Africanist and scholar of Islam in Africa, Du 
Bois wrote that although the advisory board would consist of eminent 
“white scholars” that the “real work I want done by Negroes” (Du Bois, 
1909b). In 1909, Du Bois invited over sixty Black scholars to partic-
ipate in the project and wrote to at least fourteen white scholars for 
“co-operation and advice.”

Du Bois’ idea was first materialized by historian Carter G. Wood
son who founded the Encyclopedia of the Negro with support from 
the Phelps-Stokes Fund. However, Woodson’s work did not deter Du 
Bois’ attempts. Through the 1930s and 1940s he worked to secure 
funding and build his editorial structure while arguing with Woodson 
who claimed that Du Bois stole the idea from him and was critical 
of Du Bois for only wanting Black scholars to contribute to the ency-
clopedia. In the beginning, Du Bois struggled to get his vision off the 
ground and published parts of it in journals. It wasn’t until 1960, when 
the president of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah, invited him to move to the 
country and fund the project, that he started writing the encyclope-
dia on African soil (Gates, 2000). In 1962 at a conference to launch 
the encyclopedia, Du Bois expanded on his grand visionary project, 
“The encyclopedia hopes to eliminate the artificial boundaries created 
on this continent by colonial masters. Designations such as ‘British 
Africa,’ ‘French Africa,’ ‘Black Africa,’ ‘Islamic Africa’ too often serve to 
keep alive differences which in large part have been imposed on Afri-
cans by outsiders. The encyclopedia must have research units through-
out West Africa, North Africa, East, Central and South Africa which 
will gather and record information for these geographical sections of 
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the continent. The encyclopedia is concerned with Africa as a whole” 
(p. 216). Du Bois died before he could see the work through to com-
pletion. Committed to the dream, the Secretariat for the Encyclopedia 
Africana published three volumes throughout the 1970s and 1980s.

The project was revived in the 1970s by three young scholars at the 
University of Cambridge. All from different places in the Black world, 
these three scholars included an African American, Henry Gates, Jr.; 
a Nigerian, Wole Soykinka; and a Ghanaian British, Kwame Appiah. 
They expanded on Du Bois’ vision to include scholars not only from the 
African continent but also from the diaspora. In 1999, Perseus Books 
and Microsoft Corporation funded and published the 2.5 million word 
project including the work of about 400 scholars on CD-ROM and the 
five-volume paper version Africana: The Encyclopedia of the African 
and African American Experience (Appiah & Gates, Jr., n.d.).

Doing the Work, but Is It Our Responsibility?

Black people are often expected to do race labor for friends and or 
family and even be the Black expert on anti-racism in their workplace 
(Buckingham, 2018; Nichole, 2020). This work is exhausting. Author 
Alanah Nichole (2020) wrote, “You don’t pay Black people enough—or 
at all—for the emotional labor and anti-racism work that some of you 
are asking for” (para. 1). Changing systems, removing gatekeepers and 
barriers, and eradicating white supremacy is not the responsibility or 
work of Black people. It is the responsibility of those that benefit and 
have the privilege and power from those systems. Participation in such 
work is optional and often strategic to preserve mental and physical 
health. Black Wikipedia editors and organizers choose to organize in 
the community around this work even though it is not their responsi-
bility, and they should not be expected to do this work.

Black women face both marginalization and tokenization in white 
spaces like Wikipedia; however, they are often at the forefront of 
organizing projects and communities platforming BIPOC voices in the 
Wikipedia movement. After experiencing erasure and systemic dispar-
ities on Wikipedia, these leaders still decided to organize, fill gaps by 
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creating knowledges, and partnering with libraries and archives in dif-
ferent ways. The following groups are a small sum of all of the projects 
and leaders in the movement to shape a more inclusive Wikipedia.

Black Lunch Table
Artists and educators Jina Valentine and Heather Hart founded Black 
Lunch Table (BLT) in 2014. They attended an artists’ retreat and quickly 
realized that they were the only Black people there, so they decided to 
sit with one another at lunch, which inspired the name Black Lunch 
Table (H. Hart, personal communication, August 25, 2020). They came 
to editing Wikipedia in the late 2000s, but Hart was briefly deterred 
when an article she wrote about a musician was speedily deleted  
(H. Hart, personal communication, August  25, 2020). Valentine and 
Hart did not try again until around 2014 when they contacted well-
known artists to make them aware that they had no presence on the 
Wikipedia. Valentine and Hart further educated and encouraged the 
Black arts community around the impact of editing. Soon after, they 
hosted their first BLT edit-a-thon at the Studio Museum in Harlem, and 
they have been organizing these events ever since. Hart and Valentine 
understand the lack of visibility in Wikipedia is not the only place 
where Black artists’ stories are not readily accessible. To add breadth 
and depth to oral histories, they decided to interview and document the 
work of Black artists through their creation of BLT and a partnership 
with the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill. Hart and Valentine 
have partnered with both museums and libraries nationally and abroad.

Wiki Indaba
In 2013, Wiki Indaba started as the first Wikipedia regional conference 
on the continent of Africa (D. Ndubane, personal communication, 
September 18, 2020). This conference is an official Wikimedia-funded 
conference that aims to build community around African Wikipedians 
and to increase growth and coverage of African Wikimedia Projects. 
Now it has grown to include other African countries and the African 
diaspora. While the conference itself doesn’t partner with libraries 
and archives, the affiliates do run partnered programs, which include 
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Wikimedia South Africa, Wikimedia Community User Group Ghana, 
Open West Foundation, Wikimedia Community User Group Nigeria, 
and Wikimedia Community User Group Uganda (D. Ndubane, per-
sonal communication, October 15, 2020).

Ennegreciendo Wikipedia/Noircir Wikipedia/Blackening Wikipedia
Wikipedians AfricanadeCuba and Galahmm founded a global cam-
paign that has Wikipedia projects in English and French, which 
started in 2018, and in Spanish and Catalan, which launched in 2019. 
In French, the project is referred to as Noircir Wikipedia, in Span-
ish as Ennegreciendo Wikipedia, in Catalan as Trobades Ennegrint 
Viquipèdia, and in English as Blackening Wikipedia. All four projects 
work to increase and improve references, articles, and information 
about African and Afro-descendant diaspora culture on Wikipedia. 
Blackening Wikipedia is multilingual and aims to organize all over 
the diaspora.

AfroCROWD
In 2015, lawyer and activist Alice Backer was recruited by a Wikipe-
dian at a Global Voices Summit, an international, multilingual volun-
teer community. This Wikipedian shared with Backer his cognizance 
of the white-centric homogenous community that existed then and 
still does now (A. Backer, personal communication, August 29, 2020). 
After attending a BLT edit-a-thon, Backer was inspired and started 
AfroCROWD in an attempt to bring Black voices into the movement 
and diversify content on the platform.

With the initial intention to organize in local Black communities, 
Backer learned access to technology and space was not equitable. 
However, libraries often provided computer rooms for community- 
organized events. Backer started having AfroCROWD events at the 
Brooklyn Public Library. Backer is currently taking a step back and 
allowing the executive director to steer the campaign. She still edits but 
enjoys the freedom from the stress of dealing with of the bureaucracy 
of Wikipedia and the Foundation’s grants committee (A. Backer, per-
sonal communication, August 29, 2020).
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BIPOC in the Built
While working with communities in the art, architecture, and plan-
ning professions across multiple U.S. institutions, Kai Alexis Smith, 
author of this chapter, noticed the lack of visibility of BIPOC con-
tributors connected to the built environment in Wikipedia content 
and the lack of secondary source material of BIPOC individuals that 
didn’t work at large institutions or firms and/or weren’t “big names” 
in the profession. In summer 2020, Smith partnered with the student 
chapter of National Organization of Minority Architects and student 
group of the Department of Urban Studies and Planning’s Students 
of Color Committee with support from the School of Architecture 
and Planning at Massachusetts Institute of Technology to launch the 
first BIPOC in the Built edit-a-thon. Inspired by Porter, Du Bois, and 
Gates, Jr., Smith is building a coalition of practitioners, scholars, and 
librarians around ways to fill these gaps with contributions to Wikipe-
dia. Smith educates and organizes around this campaign in the United 
States and abroad.

The Future Is Black

Search engines and other technologies also create barriers to sources 
in libraries and archives, and equitable access to information in per-
son and online. Digital access is lauded as the great equalizer, but it 
simply emphasizes the problem of unequal access. Many sources are 
behind paywalls, and computer scientist and digital activist Joy Buola-
mwini and cofounder and codirector of the UCLA Center for Critical 
Internet Inquiry Safiya Umoja Noble (2018) both document that the 
algorithms behind commercial search engines like Google are biased 
and reinforce racism (Lee, 2020; Tucker, 2017). This extends to the 
technology used to create content added to Wikipedia, Wikidata, and 
WikiCommons.

Cofounder of Wikipedia Jimmy Wales said the aim of Wikipedia 
is to provide access to the sum of all human knowledge (“Wikipedia,” 
2020). Wikipedia is a community-based platform created in West-
ern society, which is organized and governed with white supremacy. 
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Westernized people designed the systems that govern Wikipedia; 
therefore, Wikipedia is flawed and a reflection of society. Wikipedia 
inherently has white supremacy woven throughout its systems and 
governance. “While we try to be neutral our work on Wikipedia will 
always involve bias. Bias can appear in many areas like Wikipedia’s pol-
icies, practices, content, and participation,” qualitative research analyst 
Jackie Koerner (2019) wrote in the article entitled “  Wikipedia Has a 
Bias Problem,” Bias leads to barriers to inclusion. These barriers mean 
imbalanced participation and distorted knowledge. Most recognizable 
barriers relate to contributor retention, emerging communities, and 
content exclusion” (p. 4). In essence, Wikipedia has the same problems 
experienced in the fields of librarianship and archival science.

Wikipedia was not designed for Black people and they were not 
involved in its creation. In fact, the system of white supremacy is working 
the way it was designed, to marginalize dissenting opinions that are critical 
of the Wikipedia platform. Some examples of this include the exclusion of 
sources from African, Black, and Indigenous communities that are deemed 
authoritative by these very communities. Wikipedia relies on Western 
media sources that often negatively document Black people, exploiting and 
profiting off of their suffering (Kulaszewicz, 2015; Sancto, 2018). Western 
news sources also have origins in white supremacy (Gonzalez & Torres, 
2011; Mathis, 2018). There is often the rapid deletion of articles on Black 
topics (D. Cuba, personal communication, September 11, 2020). This cre-
ates a barrier for editors learning to contribute to the Wikipedia platform 
and often deters them from the desire to continue contributing.

There is much more to be done both by accomplices or collaborators 
for Black Wikipedians and information equity in libraries and archives 
in general. This brings us back to what the Wikipedia Foundation can 
do to provide equitable solutions for Black editors on Wikipedia. The 
Foundation periodically surveys contributors, among other things, to 
measure gender (“Community Insights/2018 Report—Meta,” n.d.). 
However, the survey does not identify race, ethnicity, or people from 
marginalized communities within the Wikipedia community. There-
fore, there is no data to show how editors from Africa and the African 
diaspora are represented among those who make the encyclopedia. 
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A low-stakes way to support Black lives is to measure race and ethnic-
ity among the community as they do gender.

Another idea for change is to update Wikipedia’s Five Pillars pol-
icy, which have not been changed since the platform was founded. If 
the community and the Foundation are committed to change and not 
claiming neutrality, they can benefit from the principles of the Design 
Justice Network, a community of design practitioners and community 
organizers that work in social justice (“Design Justice Network,” n.d.). 
The principles would be one framework that could be used to revise 
the pillars of Wikipedia and invite BIPOC into the room to redesign 
this community encyclopedia. Educator and founder of Design Jus-
tice Network Sasha Costanza-Chock (2020) advocates for design lib-
eration and exclaimed that concepts can help people “move beyond 
the frames of social impact design or design for good or human 
centered design to challenge people working on design processes to 
think about how good intentions are not enough to make sure design 
processes and practices are really tools for liberation. And to develop, 
together, principles that might help practitioners avoid what is often an 
unwitting production of existing equalities” (Guzman, 2020, para. 8).  
More examples include decentering Western white sources as the only 
“authoritative” sources and inviting BIPOC to the table to reimagine 
the sources they deem authoritative for usage in Wikipedia and for the 
Foundation to support more Black leaders and information activists in 
their efforts to make Wikipedia more equitable through grant funding.

Conclusion

Black people live with a cognitive dissonance within the diaspora 
between burning the house (system) down or grabbing a hose and 
putting the fire out (Belafonte, 2008). Within Wikipedia, libraries, and 
archives, personal values and behaviors have to match. Prior to COVID-
19 and during the pandemic, Black Wikipedian leaders, organizers, 
and information activists are partnering, organizing within, and cre-
ating new knowledge resources to make information more equitable 
and accessible through Wikipedia, libraries, and archives. We are at a 
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pivotal time in history as we live through two pandemics that are col-
liding to impact civil rights and change information systems and hope-
fully global systems as we know them. Author Arundhati Roy (2020) 
framed this moment and a pathway forward.

“Nothing could be worse than a return to normality. Historically, 
pandemics have forced humans to break with the past and imagine 
their world anew. This one is no different. It is a portal, a gateway 
between one world and the next. We can choose to walk through it, 
dragging the carcasses of our prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our 
data banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind us. 
Or we can walk through lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine 
another world. And ready to fight for it” (para. 46 and 47).

There is a preference for the latter. The intention of this chapter is 
to be a catalyst with which to spark and continue thought that leads 
to action around organizing priorities within Wikipedia, and libraries 
and archives that include Black people.
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Abstract

Liaison librarians have unique roles in their institutions and in their greater com-
munities. They often support and collaborate with professors and students in their 
subject areas and, of equal importance, have a special knowledge of resources 
available in their assigned liaison areas. This chapter will explore how a liaison 
librarian with subject responsibilities can contribute to closing gaps and commu-
nity building through Wikipedia and the Wikimedia projects. It will describe the 
author’s contribution, as a liaison librarian, in addressing the Québécois LGBTQ+ 
gap in the Francophone Wikipedia project, WikipédiaFR. The author will also 
discuss how Wikipedia can be used as a tool for community building and raising 
awareness about the Québec LGBTQ+ culture and history gap in WikipédiaFR. 
The contribution events and their format, les soirées contributives, hosted at the 
Bibliothèque à livres ouverts du Centre Communautaire LGBTQ+ de Montréal, 
that sought to improve and create local LGBTQ+ Wikipedia content en français 
will be discussed. Additionally, the author will share thoughts on existing and not 
existing in Wikipedia for local LGBTQ+ communities.
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Introduction

The cultural capital of Wikipedia is such that existence within it denotes a 
level of power and importance. The phenomenon of considering something 
or someone truly significant or insignificant, through its presence or absence 
on Wikipedia, can be a damaging one.

—Kelly Doyle (Minding the Gaps, Ch. 5, Leveraging  
Wikipedia: Connecting Communities of Knowledge)

Communities must be represented in the world’s premier information 
source—and more importantly in their native language. Kelly Doyle 
(2018) reminds us that Wikipedia is power, existing or not existing 
in Wikipedia is a cultural statement, and she alludes to Wikipedia 
having authority—if your community exists in it, it is important; if it 
does not exist in it, it is not important. Take the francophone nation 
of Québec as an example. Québec is Canada’s only francophone, or 
French-speaking, province, with a population of 8.5 million people out 
of an estimated 38 million people in all of Canada (Statistique Can-
ada, n.d.). Of Canada’s 10.9 million francophones, 7.8 million (71 per-
cent) live in Québec (Quéméner et al., 2019). On October 14, 2020, 
1.37  percent of articles in the WikipédiaFR were linked to Québec’s 
Wikipedia Portal, 9.03 percent were to the U.S. portal, and 16.97 per-
cent to France’s portal—this showed a possible underrepresentation of 
content about Québec. This representation may look bleak, but back 
in 2016, the Fondation Lionel Groulx, a historical society that focuses 
on Québec’s history, reported that approximately 5,000 WikipédiaFR 
articles were about Québec (Pierre Graveline, 2016). Today there are 
more than 30,000 articles about the Je me souviens, Québec, province 
(Portail:Québec—Wikipédia, 2020).

Wikipedia content is a reflection of the interests of the thousands 
of volunteers who contribute to it each month. That is to say, the more 



108	 Michael David Miller

Québécois that contribute to WikipédiaFR, the better Québec’s cover-
age will be. This also applies to LGBTQ+ content. With more LGBTQ+ 
Québécois contributing to WikipédiaFR the better this local culture 
will be represented. Table  1 shows the top ten countries with Fran-
cophone populations, the total Francophone population, and the spe-
cific articles in their associated country profiles in comparison to the 
overall number of articles in WikipediaFR. In this table, the United 
States was added for comparison purposes and Québec was removed 
from the Canadian numbers, as this chapter’s focus is on this Cana-
dian province. In addition to what appears to be a small number of 
articles for Québec, an argument can be made that most Francophone 
countries have local cultural content gaps. WikipédiaFR notability pol-
icies are not favorable to local cultures and histories and tend to favor 
their national counterparts, due primarily to the criteria on a credible 

Table 1 � Francophone Population and Number of Articles by Wikipedia 
Portals in WikipédiaFR as of October 14, 2020

Country Number of 
Francophones

Number of Articles 
in Portal

Percentage out 
of 2,259,644 
Articles (%)

France 66,060,000 383,510 16.97

Congo-Kinshasa 42,533,000 4,382 0.19

Algeria 13,804,000 11,360 0.05

Morocco 12,729,000 7,825 0.35

Cameroun 10,006,000 10,808 0.48

Belgium 8,678,000 42,181 1.87

Côte d’Ivoire 8,259,000 3,897 0.17

Québec 7,833,000 30,195 1.34

Tunisia 6,081,000 7,721 0.34

Switzerland 5,734,000 26,767 1.18

Canada (excluding 
Québec)

3,149,000 36,217 1.60

United States 2,127,000 204,745 9.06
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source (“Wikipédia,” 2020a, 2020b). A future research project on what 
constitutes a “credible” source in WikipédiaFR could help explain the 
low levels of articles about countries other than France. One thing is 
for sure, Québec LGBTQ+ newspapers, magazines, and other media 
publications are not considered “national” sources.

Francophone Wikipedia and LGBTQ+ 
Content:Wikipédia and la francophonie

WikipédiaFR is the fifth largest language Wikipedia with over 2.2 mil-
lion articles as of December 2020. Understanding the geographic reach 
of the Francophone world helps understand the emphasis of this chap-
ter on the geographic distribution of articles in the WikipédiaFR. In 
2018, the Organisation internationale de la Francophonie (OIF) esti-
mated that there were 300  million francophones spread across 106 
countries and territories (Quéméner et al., 2019, p. 87). Total 235 mil-
lion of the 300  million francophones use French on a daily basis 
(Quéméner et al., 2019, p. 88). A little over 59 percent of these daily 
users are in Africa and the Middle East, 33.4 percent in Europe, 7 per-
cent in the Americas, and 0.3 percent in Asia and Oceania (Quéméner 
et al., 2019, p. 38).

In September 2018, the Wikimedia Traffic Analysis Report showed 
that WikipédiaFR received 636 million page views that month (Wiki-
media Foundation). In addition, the most recent 2013 Edits Per Wiki-
pedia Language report breaks down the provenance of WikipédiaFR 
editors: 80.1 percent from France, 5.5 percent from Belgium, 4.5 per-
cent from Canada (including Québec), 1.7 percent from Switzerland, 
and 1.2 percent from the United States (Wikimedia Foundation, 2013).

LGBTQ+ Francophone Content

As of October 24, 2020, of the 2.2 million articles in WikipédiaFR, 10,2941 
are in the LGBTQ+ Category Catégorie:Lesbiennes, gays, bisexuels et 
transgenres and 5,3532 are in the Catégorie:LGBT par pays (translation: 



110	 Michael David Miller

Table 2 � Number and Percentage of Articles by Country Portals in 
WikipédiaFR

Catégorie Number of 
Articles

Percentage out of 
5,330 LGBT par 
pays articles (%)

PetScan Permalink

LGBT par pays 5,353 100 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17963101

LGBT en France 883 16.44 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967595

LGBT au 
Congo-Kinshasa

No category 0 No permalink

LGBT en Algérie 6 0.09 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967596

LGBT au Maroc 13 0.24 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967597

LGBT au 
Cameroun

4 0.08 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967598

LGBT en Belgique 43 0.79 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967599

LGBT en Côte 
d’Ivoire

2 0.04 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967607

LGBT au Québec 152 2.85 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967611

LGBT en Tunisie 15 0.26 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967612

LGBT en Suisse 54 1.03 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967613

LGBT au Canada* 150 2.78 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967614

LGBT aux 
États-Unis

2,117 39.53 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967615

LGBT au 
Royaume-Uni

342 6.32 https://petscan.wmflabs.
org/?psid=17967618

* Excluding Québec

https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17963101
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17963101
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967595
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967595
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967596
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967596
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967597
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967597
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967598
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967598
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967599
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967599
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967607
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967607
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967611
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967611
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967612
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967612
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967613
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967613
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967614
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967614
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967615
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967615
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967618
https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17967618
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LGBT by country). There are ninety-nine subcategories associated 
with the Catégorie LGBT par pays of which eighty-six are about specific 
countries. The Catégorie LGBT au Canada is divided into subcategories, 
which includes, as a subcategory, the Catégorie LGBT au Québec.

The previous table (Table 2) is a breakdown of LGBTQ+ content as 
of October 24, 2020, in the WikipédiaFR based off of country or region 
using the Wikimedia Foundation Labs’ PetScan Tool3 that provides the 
number of articles associated to a category as well as the number of 
articles associated to a category’s subcategories. The depth of analysis 
goes as deep as the eleventh subcategory. After the eleventh subcate-
gory, the number of results ceased to increase.

This data indicate that there is possible underrepresentation of 
Francophone countries and an overrepresentation of the United States 
in LGBTQ+ country-specific information in the WikipédiaFR. As 
mentioned earlier in this chapter, however, the content of Wikipedia 
reflects the interests of its contributors; perhaps there is more interest 
in creating Francophone LGBTQ+ content related to France and the 
United States. Librarians and other organizers can help build interest 
in creating Wikipedia content about underrepresented topics by host-
ing events and other activities to train and onboard new editors; in the 
next section, the author will discuss his role in hosting such an event.

Where It All Started

My passion for this project started in August  2017 in Montréal, the 
Francophone province of Québec’s largest, and Canada’s second larg-
est, city. Montréal celebrated its 375th anniversary, Canada celebrated 
its 150th, Wikimania and the WikiConference North America were en 
ville, and it was the month of the world’s largest Francophone LGBTQ+ 
Pride celebration, Fierté Montréal (Tourisme Montréal, 2019). During 
a Wikipédia aime les bibliohtèques event, in a moment of introspec-
tion, I wondered if my intersecting identities—a gay, cisgender, néo- 
Québécois, originally from Michigan, and born of a Korean mother 
who was adopted by my white American grandparents—were repre-
sented in Francophone Wikipedia (WikiédiaFR).
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Mado Lamotte: La reine du Québec

That very same summer of 2017 I found myself considering Québébcois 
LGBTQ+ cultural icons, particularly Drag Queens. In a world before 
Rita Baga—a finalist in the 2020 Canada’s Drag Race—the most well-
known Drag Queens from Québec were Mado Lamotte and Michel 
Dorion. Lamotte and Dorion helped bring drag culture to mainstream 
Québécois culture. They both own Drag Queen cabarets, Le Cabaret 
Mado and Le Bar le Cocktail, respectively, that offer a performing stage 
to Montréal’s Drag Queens.

Lamotte is a household name in Québec society via her appear-
ances on many Québec television programs and is also known interna-
tionally, notably in Francophone Europe. Lamotte has produced large 
public shows such as Mado’s Got Talent at the Festvial Juste pour rire/
Just for Laughs Festival and what was reported to be the world’s largest 
outdoor Drag Queen show, Mascara, at the Festival Divers/Cité (Mon-
treal Gazette, 2014). Dorion is well known thanks to her personifica-
tions of Célion Dion, her organization of the Illusions drag show at 
Fierté Montréal, and thanks to her numerous appearances in Québec 
media.

Despite the wide notoriety of these people, locations, and events 
in Québec, Lamotte was the only one with a Wikipedia page on 
WikipédiaFR in August 2017. Michel Dorion was absent, as was Rita 
Baga and Barbada de Barbades the Drag Queen who brought Drag 
Story hour to Québec public libraries (Simard, 2019). Learning of these  
absences moved the author to get involved with Wikipedia to help 
contribute to addressing this culture gap.

Catégorie:LGBT par pays > LGBT au Canada 
> LGBT au Québec

The first step in the project was to identify how many LGBTQ+ arti-
cles already existed in WikipediaFR. Thankfully, the WikipédiaFR’s 
Catégorie classification system already had established categories in this 
area. The WikipediaFR Catégorie system finds itself somewhere between 
the ultraconservative Library of Congress Classification System and the 
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pure freedom of #HashTags (“Aide:Catégorie,” 2020). The category that 
provides a portrait of Québec specific LGBTQ+ articles in WikipédiaFR 
is the Catégorie:LGBT au Québec, a subcategory of Catégorie:LGBT au 
Canada, which is also a subcategory of Catégorie:LGBT par pays (trans-
lation: LGBT by country). The category system, much like our library 
classification systems, functions in an arborescence hierarchy.

While exploring the Catégorie:LGBT par pays, it was discovered 
that many of the Québécois LGBTQ+ community’s cultural icons, 
places, and historical events were absent from the Catégorie:LGBT 
au Québec. This content gap was addressed through the professional 
expertise of the author’s role as a librarian, allowing him to leverage 
his library’s collections, and those of others, to contribute to Wikipedia 
and develop relationships with the LGBTQ+ community of Montréal, 
and more largely, Québec.

Wikipédia et la communauté LGBTQ: visible 
et vivante

Five contribution activities were organized as a next step to addressing 
the Québécois LGBTQ+ gap in WikipédiaFR. The series was entitled 
“Wikipédia et la communauté LGBTQ+: visible et vivante” (transla-
tion: Wikipedia and the LGBTQ+ Community: Visible and Vibrant) 
and ran from October  2017 to May  2018. This was made possible 
thanks to a partnership between la Bibliothèque à livres ouverts du Cen-
tre communautaire LGBTQ+ de Montréal (translation: The Open Book 
Library of the LGBTQ+ Community Centre of Montréal), le Café des 
savoirs libres (translation: The Free Knowledge Café), and Wikime-
dia Canada. The goal of these activities was to empower the Québec 
LGBTQ+ community to write about its culture, history, artists, and 
public figures in the WikipédiaFR project. This was done by using the 
LGBTQ+ community center’s position in the LGBTQ+ community, 
along with its library’s resources, the resources of other libraries, and 
the expertise of librarians and Wikipedia volunteers. These activities 
provided an opportunity for seasoned and perspective Wikipedians 
to meet notable Québécois LGBTQ+ artists and authors and to learn 



114	 Michael David Miller

more about their art and other work in a conference-style format that 
was inspired by the conference-contribution activities developed at the 
Cinémathèque québécoise (2020).

The five activities were broken up into four parts:

1.	 Introduction of the project and discussion about the Québécois 
LGBTQ+ gap

2.	 Presentation from an invited guest
3.	 A workshop on contributing to Wikipedia and to library 

resources
4.	 Open time to contribute to WikipédiaFR

The contribution activities focused on local Québec Queer history, 
spaces, and culture. Participants wrote new articles, created Wikidata 

Figure 1  Rita Baga (Drag Queen) and participants at the contribution event, 
April 11, 2018.

Attribution: Lëa-Kim Châteauneuf, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://creativecommons.org/

licenses/by-sa/4.0, via Wikimedia Commons.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0
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entries, and added photos to Wikimedia Commons about the follow-
ing topics: Parc de l’espoir, Barbada de Barbades, Rita Baga, Kevin 
Lambert, and important police raids in Queer spaces that helped 
change LGBTQ+ rights in Québec. We also had the founder of the Bib-
liothèque à livres ouverts, Benoît Migneault, as an invited guest. During 
this event, we created a Wikidata entry and uploaded photos of him to 
Wikimedia Commons. Future plans include an article for Migneault 
once he meets notability criteria.

These events were also used to discuss libraries in general. Partici-
pants were encouraged to obtain library memberships with Bibliothèque 
et Archives nationales du Québec (BAnQ), Québec’s National Library 
and Archives, as well as with the Bibliothèques de la Ville de Montréal or 
another local public library. BAnQ proved to be an important resource 
for historical newspapers, magazines, and government publications on 
historical LGBTQ+ people, places, and events in Québec because of 
its digitization projects on Québec heritage newspapers (BAnQ, 2020). 
I was also able to use important resources available through the McGill 
University Library: the Archives of Gender and Sexuality from Gale and 
LGBT Thought and Culture from Alexander Street Press, to supplement 
the resources from BAnQ and the public libraries (Miller, 2020). This 
access allowed me to prepare “press dossiers” before the events that were 
shared with participants to help in the creation and editing process.

WP:Catégorie est . . . la conclusion

Librarian involvement in Wikipedia and the Wikimedia Projects is 
an opportunity to engage with their local communities and help close 
gender, LGBTQ+, and local history and culture gaps. As information 
professionals working in academic settings, we have privileged access 
to our own intuition’s resources and to an important network of col-
leagues in national, research, public, and specialized libraries. We can 
and should be leveraging our own library’s collections and working 
with colleagues in other institutions to help make the information 
on Wikipedia more robust and accurate because it is the most used 
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source of information that our patrons, colleagues, friends, family, and 
acquaintances use.

Wikipedia can be intimidating on first approach. It is an ecosystem 
where there is no formal authority, contributors need to learn a Wiki-
pedia contributor culture and its rules, as well as learn the technical 
aspects of contributing. There is a learning curve, but a learning curve 
that all librarians can easily overcome and help others overcome and 
engage in their local communities in a way that empowers them to 
tell their stories. It can also be a space that feels unsafe and hostile 
for LGBTQ+ contributors, but there is hope. The Wikimedia Foun-
dation has positioned itself as an ally to the LGBTQ+ community. On 
December 8, 2020, Maggie Dennis (2020), vice president of Commu-
nity Resilience and Sustainability, speaking on behalf of the Wikime-
dia Foundation, wrote “to restate, reinforce, and firmly assert [the 
Wikimedia Foundation’s] commitment to supporting the LGBTQIA+ 
volunteers in [the] movement, as well as others who face exclusion and 
hostility on the basis of identity factors.”

Earlier we saw that the U.S. LGBTQ+ category in WikipédiaFR 
represents 39.53  percent of all country-specific LGBTQ+ content. It 
would be interesting to know if this larger representation is also pres-
ent in transcontinental languages such as Portuguese, Spanish, or Rus-
sian, or even in more continental languages such as Dutch, German, or 
Italian. Perhaps this is simply a phenomenon in the WikipédiaFR, but 
it is possible it is generalized in other language Wikipedias. A future 
research project could provide some important insight behind what 
appears to be an overrepresentation of U.S. LGBTQ+ culture in Fran-
cophone Wikipedia.

Wikipedia and the Wikimedia sister projects are trying to create a 
world in which everyone can share in the sum of human knowledge. 
Local Queer history and culture has a place in the sum of all human 
knowledge but is often absent, underdeveloped, or subject to strict 
rules on notability. However, what is beautiful with Wikipedia is that 
the content and rules of the project reflect the interest of its contrib-
utors. The more people from the LGBTQ+ community that contrib-
ute to Wikipedia, in all of its language versions, the more we can close 
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the LGBTQ+ gap at a local level and contribute to change the rules 
that can often make certain gap-closing contributions difficult. That 
is exactly the aim of this project: to emphasize local Queer Québécois 
context in WikipédiaFR.

Notes
1	Source: https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17961118.
2	Source: https://petscan.wmflabs.org/?psid=17963101.
3	WMF Labs PetScan Tool: https://petscan.wmflabs.org.
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Abstract

Wikimedia as a foundation is the mother of all Wikis. “It supports hundreds of 
people around the world in creating the largest free knowledge projects in his-
tory” (Wikimedia foundation, https://wikimediafoundation.org). Its resources 
give benefits that can emerge from the collaboration of librarians and Wikime-
dia. However, despite the rich contents and vast availability of information on 
Wikimedia, many scholars refute the credibility of Wikimedia contents. This 
chapter addresses the benefits and values of African academic libraries part-
nering with Wikimedia projects and gives a brief definition on the concepts of 
Wikimedia and Wikipedia. How academic libraries directly improve Wikime-
dia resources for a reliable information; particularly, it highlights the need to 
rightly posit librarians as custodians of knowledge, relating the campaigns of 
1Lib1Ref and other related projects where librarians in Africa through the Afri-
can Library and Information Associations and Institution (AfLIA) collaborated 
with Wikipedia to add reliable sources, edit articles, and write stories to pro-
mote the quality, authority, and reliability of intellectual contents in Wikipedia. 
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It demonstrates the engagement of academic libraries in the development of 
information resources to aid access to information for all citizens through link-
ing of institutional repository materials to wiki articles in line with the UNE-
SCO policy of ensuring public access to information (UNESCO, 2017). It also 
discusses challenges associated with the use of Wikimedia resources in some 
institutions and draws conclusion that Wikipedia promotes discoverability of 
library resources, librarians improve the reliability of its contents as an impor-
tant tool to leverage on, in pursuit of academic endeavors, thus providing an 
interception between Wikipedia and academic libraries.

Keywords

Academic Libraries and Wikipedia, AfLIA, Librarians, Wikimedia, Wikipe-
dia + AfLIA partnership, WikiAfLibs, 1Lib1Ref.

Introduction

Wikimedia provides vast amounts of information resources on any 
subject matter and is widely used by students, scholars, researchers, 
and lecturers, yet its resources are not given wide acceptance in aca-
demia. In academia, Wikipedia is often treated with negligence and is 
mostly rejected, citing a lack of authority. However, librarians in Africa 
cannot afford to neglect the information provided by Wikipedia and 
its relevance to research, teaching, and learning because Wikipedia has 
been posited in many studies as a starting point for almost every type 
of research, as each online query gets results from Wikipedia (O’Neal, 
2006).

Before discussing the emerging relationship between African 
libraries and Wikipedia, it’s important to have a basic understanding 
of Wikipedia and its foundation. First, the Wikimedia Foundation is 
a charitable organization with headquarters in San Francisco, Cali-
fornia. The Wikimedia Foundation was founded in 2003 by Jimmy 
Wales as a way to fund Wikipedia and its sister projects through a non-
profit means (Neate, 2008). The Wikimedia Movement, often referred 
to as Wikimedia, is the global community of contributors to Wiki-
media Foundation projects (Wikipedia, 2021). Wikipedia is the free- 
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access, free content, Internet encyclopedia, supported and hosted by 
the Wikimedia Foundation. Wikipedia operates on five principles 
called the Five Pillars: (1) the identity of Wikipedia as an encyclope-
dia; (2) adherence to the neutral point of view; (3) free content that 
anyone can use, edit, and also distribute; (4) respect and civility must 
exist among Wikipedia editors; and (5) Wikipedia has no firm rules 
(Otis, 2020). Librarians and other new editors are introduced to Wiki-
pedia with trainings on the five pillars. The five pillars are fundamental 
principles that guides Wikipedia: - they summarize and provide an 
understanding of what Wikipedia is in five key points to Wikipedia 
editors. Information on who can edit, how to edit, collaboration, what 
Wikipedia is not, the type of contents to add, type of resources to work 
with, copyright law, online etiquette, and the ruling pattern of Wikipe-
dia forms the content of the five pillars. These make it very essential for 
new editors, including librarians, to be educated on the five pillars for a 
smooth sail in the Wikipedia world especially during editing activities.

Wikipedia and Librarians in Africa: Brief 
History and Future Directions

Wikipedia has become an important source of free knowledge around 
the globe. In Nigeria, the New Readers Outreach Survey (2016) found 
that 23  percent of the total population was aware of Wikipedia and 
43  percent of those were students (Wikimedia, 2020). Despite this 
awareness and use, Africa, a continent that is rich in cultures, lan-
guages, and music, lacks adequate representation of Wikipedia editors. 
This gap can be filled by librarians.

Information literacy strives more in the absence of language bar-
riers and this is of high relevance in providing free access to informa-
tion for all—which is the key aim of libraries and Wikipedia. Hence, in 
order to fill the existing gap, there is a need for partnerships between 
African libraries and Wikipedia projects to provide authoritative and 
reliable resources for the Wikipedia users. These partnerships will 
transform and encourage a wider acceptance of Wikipedia through 
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community outreach and trainings as well as nurture librarians and 
library educators with prerequisite skills to actively be involved in a 
collaborative and free knowledge space such as Wikipedia, contrib-
uting to knowledge, and accurately amplifying Africa’s voice (AfLIA, 
2019, 2020f; Lubbock, 2018).

The Wikimedia User Group Nigeria (WUGN), managed by Olush-
ola Olaniyan as the president, has been engaging Nigerian librarians  
in Wikipedia campaign activities such as a maiden campaign, called 
Wikipedia for Librarians, which kicked off on April 16, 2019, at Fed-
eral University of Agriculture, Abeokuta, to train librarians on how to 
edit and contribute to Wikipedia and sister projects in various tertiary 
institutions in Nigeria (Wikipedia, 2019). WUGN also established a 
Wikimedia Fan Club in 2017. The club targets Nigerian students, to  
help them better understand the edits in Wikipedia and also change the 
negative narratives and myths against the use of Wikipedia for learn-
ing purposes. Wiki Fan Clubs have successfully been established in 
up to seven Nigerian universities, including: - Lagos State University; 

Figure 1  Editing Wikipedia at the Federal University of Agriculture, Abeokuta,

Attribution: Kaizenify, CC BY-SA 4.0. < https://creativecommons.org/licenses/

by-sa/4.0>, via Wikimedia Commons.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0
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University of Ilorin, Kwara State; University of Ibadan, Oyo State; Ekiti 
State University; Federal University of Agriculture, Abeokuta, Ogun 
State; University of Nigeria, Nsukka; and Nigeria Institute of Journal-
ism (Wikimedia, 2021).

Academic libraries in reciprocation have initiated and executed 
activities that have led to progress in the Wikimedia movement, such 
as in the case of Nnamdi Azikiwe University Library, University of 
Nigeria, Nsukka. At this university, Dr. Ngozi Osadebe facilitated an 
Art + Feminism Wikipedia Edit-A-Thon in 2017. Art + Feminism 
Edit-A-Thons target the underrepresentation of women in the arts on 
Wikipedia both in contributing to Wikipedia and the amount of con-
tent. Editors for the event were recruited and trained from the under-
represented group to fill the existing gap by editing, writing articles, 
and adding content on relatable materials in Wikipedia (University 
of Nigeria Library, 2017). Another way that libraries are introducing 
staff members and the public to the Wikimedia world is through the 
#1Lib1Ref campaign. On February  6, 2020, WUGN partnered with 
the Kenneth Dike Library, University of Ibadan, to improve references 
on Wikipedia (Wikipedia, 2020). These partnerships benefits libraries 
and Wikipedia and are good steps taken toward promoting a shared 
mission: to get more diversified and knowledgeable editors who add 
credible edits and move the Wikimedia movement forward by increas-
ing visibility and free access to information.

Librarians in Africa can help improve Wikipedia by adding materi-
als related to specific topics where information is lacking. Each library 
holds books containing information that cannot be found on Wiki-
pedia. Moving the information from the book into Wikipedia is an 
important first step to building and improving articles that relate to 
the different language Wikipedias. Wikipedia articles include links 
designed to guide the user, information seeker, or researcher to related 
pages/resources with additional information (Lally & Dunford, 2007; 
Stvilia, et al., 2008). Citations from verified materials, such as books, 
journals, web pages, online newspapers, and institutional repositories, 
can be added for further details and in consideration for proper cita-
tion/referencing of the intellectual output of researchers.
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Articles are only as good as their editors, hence the involvement 
of librarians as editors in Wikipedia continually improves the qual-
ity of citations and the myriad of content presently accessible in the 
Wikipedia domain. The ten simple rules involved in editing Wikipedia 
state that you need to have an account;, learn the five pillars that was 
discussed earlier as the basic principles of Wikipedia:- be bold, that  
is, having confidence in the edits you are about to make; be aware of 
your audience, this means that you have to bear in mind the users of 
the content you are creating or editing, which will guide you in the 
language and construct of your work; avoid infringement of copyright; 
make reliable citations; avoid promoting self, which falls in line with 
conflict of interest; editing on the subject you are knowledgeable on 
will help you in sharing your expertise; write neutrally; and ask for help 
whenever it is needed. It is worthy of note that the talk page is always 
available for discussion and clarity instead of making intentional errors 
that may register your username as a vandal (Logan, et al., 2010). Edits 
are monitored by advanced editors, reviewers, and administrators— 
especially during edit-a-thon-campaigns—and the editors will revert 
any edits that do not meet editorial criteria. Editors may sometimes 
be restricted from editing to prevent vandalism, if previous wiki activ-
ities by such editor is perceived to be disruptive. Criteria for accessing 
edits are determined by the project leader and jury of any campaign 
or contests completed. Criteria may be based on quality or quantity of 
edits, contents added, articles written or translated, and citations made, 
among other criterion depending on the scope of the project. Materi-
als that do not meet the Wikipedia standards for quality, notability, or 
sourcing, normally gets deleted or removed.

AfLIA and Wikimedia Partnerships
The African Library and Information Associations and Institutions 
(AfLIA) partnered with the Wikimedia Foundation for the first Afri-
can Librarians Week, May 24–30, 2020. The event was titled, ‘Promot-
ing African Scholars to the World’ and the hashtags #AfLibWk and 
#1Lib1Ref (1Librarian + 1Reference) were used to promote the week-
long event. The event aimed to build librarian awareness of Wikipedia, 
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Figure 2  #1Lib1Ref Campaign, January 2020.

Attribution: Kaizenify, CC BY-SA 4.0. < https://creativecommons.org/licenses/

by-sa/4.0>, via Wikimedia Commons.

add citations to articles on Wikipedia, and fill gaps in online knowl-
edge. Library and information professionals from across Africa came 
together to add accurate and reliable sources to Wikipedia articles, 
which created the opportunity to amplify stories of African cultures, 
heroes/heroines, and innovations by Africans in African languages 
(AfLIA, 2020a). As Felix Nartey, Wikimedia Foundation coordinator 
of the event, said, “The library community is an important ally for 
Wikipedia and our mission to ensure every human can freely share 
in the sum of all knowledge. By training librarians in Africa to con-
tribute knowledge to Wikipedia, we’re improving the encyclopedia’s 
global representation and diversity, and we’re developing local leaders 
in Africa for future initiatives that improves public knowledge online 
using reliable sources” (AfLIA, 2019).

The partnership, according to AfLIA Human Capacity Devel-
opment & Training Director, Dr. Nkem E. Osuigwe, “will be a great 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0
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opportunity for African librarians to collaborate creatively with Wiki-
pedia to drive inclusiveness and more open sharing of knowledge on 
the global platform” (AfLIA, 2019). The week-long event hosted 241 
editors who actively participated in the event out of the record number 
of 844 editors on the AfLibWk dashboard. In the end, 660,539 words 
were added with 27,846 edits made on 3,946 articles and 10,055 miss-
ing references were added. The edited articles gained over 33.6 million 
views during the African librarians’ week campaign. Most articles about 
Africa in English and French Wikipedia were edited, though edits on 
English Wikipedia constituted 96 percent of the overall contribution 
made during the campaign. However, other local African-language 
Wikipedias, user groups, and communities, such as Igbo, Hausa, among 
others, were discovered in the process by African librarians. Librarians 
from the five regions of Africa; North, East, Central, West, and South-
ern Africa, from different library types were represented. At the end of 
the campaign, the top fifty contributors were awarded a certificate of 
contribution, while the top five also received a prize from AfLIA dur-
ing the AfLIA 2021 conference in Accra, Ghana. African countries with 
the most editors, most edits/references added, and most innovative 
publicity about African librarians on social media were each awarded  
a plaque (AfLIA, 2020b).

After the AfLib week, AfLIA received a grant from the Wikimedia 
Foundation to hire a Wikipedian-in-Residence (WIR) and a curriculum 
development consultant (CDC). In August 2020, Alice Kibombo emerged 
as the WIR and in September Prof. Rosemary Shafack as the CDC (AfLIA, 
2020c, 2020d, 2020e). Both appointees are librarians from Africa who are 
knowledgeable on the best integration of Wikipedia into African library 
system. The grant forms further partnership between the Wikimedia 
Foundation and AfLIA to collaborate in the Wikipedia in African Librar-
ies Project to produce a suitable curriculum for training over 300 African 
library and information science professionals of at least ten LIS profes-
sionals each from thirty African countries (AfLIA, 2020c).

Prof. Rosemary M. Shafack, the appointed curriculum development 
consultant (CDC) for the Wikipedia in African Libraries’ project is a pro-
fessor of library and information science and the director of the University 
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of Buea Library and Information Services. Her many years of experience 
in curriculum development as a university teacher is evident in her posi-
tions and involvements in many teaching modes. As the CDC and along-
side the WIR, she will adapt the OCLC existing curriculum on Wikipedia 
+ Libraries: Better Together, used to train American public librarians, to 
design an instructional module that will be suitable for training African 
librarians who will participate in the pilot testing and the two different 
cohorts of the Wikipedia in African Libraries project. This curriculum 
will equip participants with the skills to aid different user communities in 
using Wikipedia for learning, give life to their individual stories, and create 
contents in their native languages (AfLIA, 2020e).

The Wikipedian-in-Residence, Alice Kibombo is a practicing librar-
ian at Goethe-Zentrum, Kampala, a member of Wikimedia Community 
User Group Uganda, and has coordinated many Wikimedia campaigns 
and projects locally and internationally. The WIR was signed to facilitate 
the WikiAfLibs training and work remotely with Prof. Rosemary Sha-
fack, the CDC for the success of the project. Future participants will have 
three opportunities to partake in the course, that is, in the pilot testing or 
in any of the two cohorts. The pilot aimed to test the adapted curriculum 
took place from November 16 to December 20, 2020. The first cohort will 
be admitted from February to April, 2021, and second cohort from May 
to July, 2021 (AfLIA, 2020d, 2020g). Benefits of the course include train-
ing of librarians on how to assist their users to use Wikipedia, to create 
the opportunity for global communities to amplify their stories, and to 
nurture Wikipedia community and African libraries’ relationships, lead-
ing to future collaborations and mutual benefit (AfLIA, 2020f). As she 
said in her tweet discussion with AfLIA on August 29, 2020, “It has the 
potential to positively influence information creation and dissemination 
in a number of ways . . . for starters, individuals will be in a position to 
identify and create content that would fill knowledge gaps.” This surely is 
a mutual benefit to AfLIA and Wikipedia.

Moving Forward: Challenges and Opportunities
Wikipedia is a multilingual online encyclopedia, which maintains an 
open collaboration with the community of volunteer editors using a 
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wiki-based editing system. In African countries, this presents librar-
ians with the challenge of locating the various language communi-
ties. As a result, some librarians may be working solo or struggle to 
engage with the Wikipedia community. Finding editors who speak the 
same language or librarians willing to join the movement and finding 
resources written in local languages can be a tedious task.

Librarians need to raise awareness on the relevance of Wikipedia in 
teaching, learning, and research. This awareness would expose the val-
ues and positive features of Wikipedia, which would help clear existing 
misconceptions surrounding Wikipedia. Librarians could learn from 
Wikipedia user groups, such as Wikimedia Nigeria, and local language 
hubs, which are creating awareness and collaborating effectively.

Wikipedia is a starting point for research and is often the top result 
in Google searches (OCLC, 2020). Wikipedia articles can link to exter-
nal library resources such as institutional repositories. This creates vis-
ibility to not only the institutional repository and library holdings, but 
also the author of that intellectual work, which would in turn bring 
maximum impact to publications and improve the library’s profile.

Wikipedia also gives room for amplification of stories that are not 
available on the open web (OCLC, 2020). Libraries, as a powerhouse 
of knowledge, hold a lot of stories, pertaining to histories, cultures, and 
indigenous knowledge that may not be in existence or openly accessi-
ble online. Librarians can write articles based on their frequently asked 
questions, reference queries, notable personalities, and burdening 
issues in their present environment with links to verifiable resources 
to back up the stories.

Using Wikipedia to teach research improves best practices such as 
proper and enhanced use of Wikipedia for research, learning, literature 
review, contribution to knowledge, coding, online etiquette, citation, 
and,  above all, copy-right, among others (Hoeck  & Hoffmann, 2013; 
Kalaf, 2018). Students being taught the dynamics of Wikipedia articles 
would take them into the world of critical thinking, reading, and deep 
research skills, because the hyperlinks that lead to different information 
would equip their flexibility in online navigation, intensify their litera-
ture search skills, as well as improve their source evaluation. An online 
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Wiki Edu handbook on evaluating Wikipedia is available to aid any user 
in the rudiments for evaluating the quality of articles, be able to rec-
ognize biases in any article, and develop strong habit in evaluating the 
resources being used while researching (Wikimedia Commons, 2016). 
Contributors can be identified by their username, which directs you to 
their user pages for further assessment. The progress of each article can 
be monitored and the article talk page is a good avenue to access the 
editing history, including the controversies surrounding any article.

Conclusion

Academic libraries in Africa partnering with Wikimedia projects is a 
relevant collaboration. It equips library professionals with the skills to 
freely add reliable contents to the free online encyclopedia as well as 
provide access for digital skills training to the community of librar-
ians. The similarities coexisting in the mission and vision of the two 
entities necessitated the partnership. Wikipedia is a wonderland of 
information, therefore active involvement of libraries in editing Wiki-
pedia will encourage proper and enhanced usage of Wikipedia for 
academic activities. Integration of Wikipedia into academic library ser-
vices enhances free access to knowledge and encourages the building 
of further partnerships. The existing partnership serves as a litmus to 
the high compatibility and relevancy of long-term collaboration. Wiki-
pedia promotes discoverability of libraries’ resources and librarians 
improve the reliability of Wikipedia contents. Using Wikipedia is not 
something to be ashamed of, but an important tool to leverage on, in 
pursuit of your academic endeavor. Academic libraries + Wikimedia 
means sustainability of free knowledge/information and literacy for all.
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Abstract

Since 2007, the University Libraries at the University of Nevada, Las 
Vegas, has had a student employee peer learning program composed of 
six to seven undergraduate students. The Mason Undergraduate Peer 
Research Coaches, known as peer coaches, work within the instruc-
tion and outreach department co-teaching library instruction sessions 
and connecting with students through cocurricular outreach activities. 
When three librarians decided to plan their first Wikipedia edit-a-thon 
in 2017, the peer coaches became their collaborators. Since then, the peer 
coaches have developed lists of resources, identified notable individuals, 
evaluated Wikipedia pages, and worked with students during the event 
at orientation, citation, information, creation, and translation stations.  
They have also engaged in extra projects like creating playlists, design-
ing swag, developing a trivia game, and pop-up tabling. Because of the 
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collaboration with the peer coaches, the edit-a-thons have developed and 
grown far beyond initial expectations. In this chapter, we will share the 
background and institutional context for our university and Wikipedia 
program; detail the collaborative efforts of library faculty, staff, and peer 
coaches at each stage; and share reflections and recommendations from the 
peer coaches themselves.

Keywords

Information literacy, Open pedagogy, Peer learning, Student employees, Stu-
dent workers, Wikipedia, Wikipedia edit-a-thons

Introduction

The most rewarding thing about being involved with these amazing events is 
getting to help students learn a new skill. Editing Wikipedia pages is a good 
way for students to expand their interest in technology. I have a sense of 
fulfillment after teaching how to edit, find information, and publish changes 
that will serve a potentially large number of people.

—Vinicius Passos, Mason Undergraduate Peer Research Coach

Since spring 2018, the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV) Uni-
versity Libraries has hosted two Wikipedia edit-a-thons each year. 
These are organized by a planning team of three librarians, one staff 
member, and seven Mason Undergraduate Peer Research Coaches 
(known as peer coaches). The planning team is a large group with 
different backgrounds, ideas, strengths, and areas of expertise. At 
each edit-a-thon, participants are greeted and registered by a peer 
coach before they go to the Orientation Station to create an account 
and learn basic editing. Once participants feel confident, they choose 
whether to visit the Citation Station to add references, the Informa-
tion Station to write text and add references, the Translation Sta-
tion to translate Wikipedia pages between different languages, or 
the Creation Station to make new pages. Each station has a mix of 
peer coaches and library faculty and staff offering help and guidance. 
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The events feature musical playlists, a Wikipedia trivia game, and 
prizes—all designed and created by peer coaches. They are also 
responsible for selecting all the source materials and generating lists 
of Wikipedia pages that participants use (bit.ly/unlvwikipedia). The 
scope of the events has grown because the peer coaches’ roles have 
expanded. This chapter will provide an overview of UNLV’s institu-
tional context, outline how library faculty and staff collaborate with 
peer coaches at each stage, and share thoughts from the peer coaches 
themselves.

Institutional Context

UNLV is a public, doctoral-granting research institution with just 
over 30,000 students enrolled (UNLV, n.d.-b). It is currently ranked 
the second most ethnically diverse university in the United States for 
undergraduate students (MacNeil, 2020) with 61 percent of students 
identifying as racial or ethnic minorities (UNLV, n.d.-a). Although the 
university doesn’t track LGBTQ+ identities, Nevada is ranked third 
for the highest percentage of LGBTQ+ people in the United States 
(UCLA School of Law Williams Institute, 2019). In order to increase 
representation on Wikipedia and to empower and excite UNLV’s stu-
dents, each edit-a-thon focuses on members of different underrepre-
sented groups.

Since 2007 the University Libraries has been home to the Mason 
Undergraduate Peer Research Coaches, a peer learning program com-
posed of six to seven undergraduate students who work in the library 
twenty hours or less a week for hourly pay (Rinto et al., 2017). Peer 
learning can lead to improved classroom experiences for students who 
may prefer to ask a peer for assistance and can also result in more stu-
dent-centered library programs when peer leaders are encouraged to 
share their own thoughts, ideas, and suggestions (Rinto et al., 2017). 
The peer coaches contribute to the teaching and outreach efforts of the 
Educational Initiatives department by co-teaching library instruction 
sessions alongside library faculty and staff and connecting with stu-
dents through cocurricular learning activities.

http://bit.ly/unlvwikipedia
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In fall 2017, three librarians planned their first Wikipedia edit-a-
thon, and the peer coaches became partners in organizing, designing, 
and working the event. Over the past seven edit-a-thons, a total of 183 
editors have added over 22,500 words to Wikipedia on articles about 
women and nonbinary artists of color and notable members of the 
LGBTQ+, Latinx, and Indigenous communities.

Preparing for the Edit-a-Thon

It is important to have the entire planning team (which includes three 
librarians, one staff member, and six to seven peer coaches) together 
when picking a theme, date, and time to ensure everyone is interested 
in the topic and that there is enough employee coverage. Over time, 
library faculty and staff learned that it is hard to sustain excitement for 
doing the many hours of preliminary work necessary for the edit-a-
thon if peer coaches are not able to actually attend. Choosing a theme 
related to social justice, anti-racist work, and gender equality also 
increases enthusiasm among all participants.

After a theme and date have been selected, the planning team meets 
and assigns roles to each member. Usually library faculty and staff 
communicate with teaching faculty and campus partners, present to 
classrooms and student organizations, create promotional materials, 
secure a budget, and coordinate room reservations and technology. 
Meanwhile, peer coaches research to make a comprehensive list of 
Wikipedia pages to be created or edited. First, they search the library 
catalog and pull materials that might encompass the theme. Then they 
explore the books and identify potential names. Each person’s Wikipe-
dia page is categorized into how much work is required to improve it 
and added to a list in a shared spreadsheet. Organizing the list this way 
helps to connect edit-a-thon participants with pages that match their 
editing proficiency.

Usually the peer coaches can complete this work independently, but 
they occasionally need guidance. Echoing research on peer-assisted 
learning, the peer coaches usually seek help from one another (Rinto 
et al., 2017). If the same questions are repeatedly asked and discussed, 
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they loop in library faculty and staff. After a couple of event planning 
cycles, library faculty and staff discovered that the peer coaches wanted 
additional group discussions and more opportunities to ask questions, 
so they built in extra time for this during meetings. For example, dur-
ing the planning for the Indigenous edit-a-thon, peer coaches identi-
fied materials in the collection that were outdated. Library faculty and 
staff noticed the materials perpetuated the themes of racism, sexism, 
and colonialism that the team wanted to eradicate from Wikipedia, so 
they discussed with the peer coaches what to look for in a text to deter-
mine whether it was an appropriate source for the event. This led to a 
broader conversation about why problematic materials are a part of 
library collections in the first place. Searching for materials reinforces 
skills the peer coaches already have while discussing and evaluating 
sources contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the collec-
tion. The entire process improves their information literacy expertise, 
supporting their dual roles as students and employees.

During one event planning meeting, the peer coaches and library 
faculty and staff had different scopes in mind for the edit-a-thon 
about Indigenous people. Originally, library faculty and staff thought 
the event would focus on Indigenous people from what is now the 
United States, but the peer coaches wanted to include Indigenous peo-
ple throughout the world. After a discussion about scope, the team 
expanded the theme to include Indigenous people from all of North 
and South America. This led to the peer coaches discovering that many 
robust Wikipedia pages existed on Indigenous people in Spanish that 
were short or nonexistent in English. As a result, since many of the 
peer coaches speak Spanish, they developed lists of pages that could 
be translated and learned about Wikipedia’s processes for translation 
(Wikipedia contributors, 2020). These discoveries greatly increased 
excitement for the event, and the peer coaches came up with the idea 
for adding a Translation Station to the edit-a-thon. This is just one of 
many examples of how their ideas and suggestions improve the events.

After a few edit-a-thons, library faculty and staff recognized it 
would be beneficial to develop a formal curriculum for editing Wiki-
pedia. Since peer coaches regularly co-teach instruction sessions, they 
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were involved in developing and creating the training. When peer 
coaches first start working in the Libraries, they go through a compre-
hensive training program that involves discussions of pedagogy, con-
ducting teaching observations, teaching mock lessons, and finally being 
assessed when they co-teach. Because of these experiences, senior peer 
coaches were particularly well-positioned to create a curriculum for 
Wikipedia edit-a-thon training that included lesson plans, learning 
activities, and assessment. Two peer coaches worked with a librarian to 
develop an outline of the training program and then worked by them-
selves on each lesson plan.

An ongoing challenge of peer coach collaborations is working with 
their complicated schedules. The peer coaches who created the train-
ing could not teach their lesson plans because of scheduling conflicts, 
so the librarian had to deliver them. Managing student schedules often 
requires flexibility. While creative problem-solving can help to an 
extent, honesty, communication, and time are also important factors 
on how well these kinds of collaborations work.

Along with codeveloping the training program, peer coaches have 
asked for or been assigned other supplementary projects. These tasks 
are not event essentials but are instead designed to either utilize their 
existing strengths or to provide an opportunity for growth. These pro-
jects include developing a playlist, designing and making buttons, cre-
ating a Wikipedia trivia game, and pop-up tabling. Doing the same 
kind of work for two similar events each year is monotonous, so offer-
ing these other activities keeps team members engaged. It’s important 
to remember that these new ideas require time, energy, and project 
management, and they don’t always work out as planned. Established 
edit-a-thons could add one or two supplementary projects, but new 
programs should focus on the essentials.

Debriefing with All Collaborators

A week or two after each edit-a-thon, the planning team meets to 
debrief. This is particularly important because the team’s varied sched-
ules often mean that the only times everyone is together is at the initial 
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planning meeting and at the event itself. The debrief meeting is an 
opportunity to share the number of participants, the editing statistics, 
and any particularly inspiring anecdotes. The team reflects on what 
worked well and what could be improved. Sometimes the issues dis-
cussed actually came up before the event, but there wasn’t enough time 
or resources to pre-emptively fix them. By revisiting these, the plan-
ning team can evaluate how serious the problems ended up being and 
then plan appropriately for the next edit-a-thon.

The relationship-building and culture-creating necessary for this 
kind of collaboration do not happen overnight or even over the course 
of planning one event. It is ongoing work that begins each time a new 
peer coach or a new library faculty or staff member starts working in 
the department. It is also not the most efficient way to organize an out-
reach program. Having one person in charge who unilaterally makes 
decisions would be far less time-consuming. However, the edit-a-thons 
would not be as inclusive or continue to improve as they have without 
input from each member of the team.

Hearing from the Peer Coaches

Library faculty and staff learn from the peer coaches through the prac-
tice of critical reflection. Their feedback informs many aspects of how 
the department does its work, including the edit-a-thons. Coauthor 
and peer coach Eduardo recently asked seven peer coaches to reflect 
on their experiences in helping prepare for and facilitate these events. 
Four themes emerged: (1) their identities, interests, and experiences 
at a diverse university influence their relationship with their jobs; (2) 
planning edit-a-thons utilizes their strengths and increases their skills; 
(3) their familiarity with Wikipedia as a resource and as a community 
has grown; and (4) each peer coach faces unique challenges in this 
work. He also explicitly asked them for what advice they have for other 
student employees and for librarians who are interested in collabo-
ratively planning a Wikipedia edit-a-thon. We share and summarize 
their reflections and responses here.
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Diversity, Identities, and Interests
All the peer coaches felt the edit-a-thons are important and the focus on 
underrepresented groups is particularly salient because of UNLV’s stu-
dent population. Many students see themselves in the identities the edit-
a-thons have explored. For example, “I am Latinx and I really enjoyed 
researching and studying about ‘my people’. It made me proud to be a 
member of this community” (E. Rodriguez, personal communication, 
July 17, 2020). On the other hand, some peer coaches preferred to learn 
about important people who have different identities than their own. 
Although none of the peer coaches are Indigenous, two identified the 
Indigenous edit-a-thon as their favorite because they had an opportu-
nity to learn more about American history. They also understood the 
importance of approaching the research critically and with care because 
they did not want to make or perpetuate assumptions. The peer coaches 
felt that “amplifying marginalized voices is rewarding work” (B. Lopez, 
personal communication, July 17, 2020) because “Wikipedia is such a 
widely used site and it’s important to make sure that the information on it  
is diversified” (R. D’Amato, personal communication, July 17, 2020). The 
peer coaches anticipate that even at predominantly white institutions, 
edit-a-thons focusing on underrepresented groups would likely help stu-
dents with marginalized identities feel more welcome and create learn-
ing opportunities for others. A case study showing that students who 
participated in an Art + Feminism edit-a-thon had increased awareness 
of the gender disparities of Wikipedia supports the peer coaches’ beliefs 
(Vetter & Sarraf, 2019).

Strengths and Prior Knowledge
This project made space for peer coaches to both share their 
strengths and prior knowledge and improve upon their less prac-
ticed skills. For example, B. Lopez (personal communication, July 17, 
2020) said, “Bringing all my identities and interests to the table 
has been a strength. I may not have always been aware that I was 
bringing them to the table, but adding my perspectives has helped 
contribute.” Three out of seven peer coaches cited their creativity 
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as an important asset. “The librarians we work with encourage us 
to express our creativity freely because they create a space where 
our ideas are heard and often implemented, and they also give us 
the opportunity to lead different parts and roles of the events” (E. 
Martinez-Flores, personal communication, August 1, 2020). While 
only one peer coach explicitly mentioned being bilingual as an 
added skill, the monolingual library faculty and staff would like 
to emphasize how meaningful it is to work with a largely bilingual 
team because 79 percent of people in the United States only speak 
English (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015).

Peer coaches generally felt this work improved their skills in event 
planning, leadership, technology, and research. Almost every peer 
coach described increased confidence in teaching, specifically discuss-
ing different sources, understanding open access, and utilizing Wikipe-
dia in the research process. “We have done a lot of teaching in this job, 
but the Wikipedia events have helped me grow as a teacher . . . I really 
do have more to offer  .  .  . than I ever thought” (E. Martinez-Flores, 
personal communication, July 28, 2020). They also felt that Wikipe-
dia edit-a-thon instruction is more personal than their other efforts 
in the classroom and appreciated the opportunity to work one-on-one 
with other students. “Teaching should be a dialogue, not a monologue”  
(P. Gutierrez, personal communication, July 17, 2020).

Wikipedia: The Resource and the Community
Although all the peer coaches had experiences as Wikipedia readers, 
they felt their involvement taught them many things about the web
site. First, they developed a better understanding of Wikipedia as 
an important resource. Not only is it a good place to start research-
ing almost any topic, it is also one of the first open-access informa-
tion sources they have used as university students. “[This event] has 
expanded my appreciation of information that is offered without a pay 
wall . . . there can be factual and constructive information . . . free of 
charge” (V. Passos, personal communication, July 17, 2020). Six out of 
seven peer coaches discovered the lack of representation on Wikipedia 



	 Engaging Student Employee Expertise to Improve Wikipedia Edit-a-Thons � 141

through their research and work. They shared that while it was exciting 
to improve the pages of talented and notable people from underrepre-
sented groups, it was also disappointing to discover that their contribu-
tions were previously unrecognized. Finally, the peer coaches learned 
about the active editing community that creates Wikipedia. “Editing 
Wikipedia is really great because you get to be a part of something that 
helps keep the whole world informed. It’s always fun to look at some-
thing you edited on the official page and think, ‘wow I really did that!’ ” 
(E. Martinez-Flores, personal communication, July 28, 2020).

Challenges
The peer coaches felt that there were some challenges both in editing 
Wikipedia and in planning events. Two peer coaches noted the lack of 
resources in the Libraries’ collections. “The most challenging part for 
me has been finding sufficient information about certain people . . . It 
is hard in the sense that sometimes I  feel that the person deserves a 
wiki page, but it is nearly impossible to find more information about 
their life or works” (D. Ramos-Candelas, personal communication, 
July  17, 2020). Two peer coaches felt they struggled with the actual 
writing of information on Wikipedia pages. One peer coach felt their 
greatest struggle was summarizing sources into their own words while 
another felt that because the topics are so sensitive they needed to be 
particularly careful with their word choice and tone. For events, chal-
lenges include a lack of routine during planning, the struggle of carry-
ing over editing skills between events, and the difficulty of keeping the 
edit-a-thons exciting for both peer coaches and participants.

Recommendations
Finally, the peer coaches have edit-a-thon advice. For student employ-
ees, they overwhelmingly suggested that they just dive in and not 
stress about editing Wikipedia. For librarians, they recommended 
involving student employees from the beginning. The peer coaches felt 
that librarians should not be afraid to learn alongside their student 
employees, but a Wikipedia editing teaching plan should be developed  
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in advance. While this seems contradictory, librarians do not need 
to create the teaching plan from nothing. Find an existing online 
resource about editing and dedicate adequate time for everyone to 
learn together (Bukowski & Heinbach, 2020). In fact, one peer coach 
felt that seeing librarians also in a learning role was an important expe-
rience. “I have learned that not knowing something doesn’t take my 
position as an expert or as the teacher away. I appreciated navigating 
Wikipedia with librarians I consider experts and seeing that they were 
looking for answers alongside us” (B. Lopez, personal communication, 
July 17, 2020). Their final piece of advice is “don’t forget to ensure your 
students feel welcome and cared for!” (P. Gutierrez, personal commu-
nication, July 17, 2020).

Conclusion

At this point, the edit-a-thons have grown beyond expectations. The 
program is well-attended, instructors offer extra credit to participating 
students, and one instructor replaced their traditional research paper 
assignment with one where students create new pages for women of 
color artists. The team hopes to expand the program in a few ways. 
First, library faculty and staff want to grow partnerships with UNLV 
instructors by bringing Wikipedia into more classes. Additionally, 
the planning team would like to start a community of practice that 
regularly edits Wikipedia together. This would help keep skills fresh, 
increase confidence in Wikipedian identities, and honor the work of 
the peer coaches through continued use of event materials. The team 
would also love to involve community partners like regional colleges 
and nonprofit organizations. Finally, because the peer coaches have 
developed extensive lists of pages to edit, library faculty and staff plan 
to share resources through an online edit-a-thon.

There are many possibilities for the future of the team’s Wikipe-
dia work, and all of them will include the voices, perspectives, and 
efforts of peer coaches. The peer coaches share their expertise in very 
event-specific ways such as editing Wikipedia and teaching others to 
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edit. Preparing for and working the event also contributes to the peer 
coaches’ professional development because they are able to expand 
their skills in areas such as project management, leadership, research, 
and information literacy. It is important for academic libraries to create 
personally and professionally fulfilling student employment opportu-
nities when possible. The success of the program is because of the col-
laboration and teamwork shared between the peer coaches and library 
faculty and staff. We are thankful for the time and resources that allow 
everyone on the team to learn, grow, and work together.
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Abstract

Although academic skepticism of Wikipedia’s value as an information resource 
is widespread, the collaboratively created online encyclopedia is in fact one of 
the most frequently used health information resources in the world, including 
among students and professionals. As a result, the U.S.-based Network of the 
National Library of Medicine (NNLM) has, since 2018, organized biannual 
“#CiteNLM” edit-a-thons aimed at strengthening Wikipedia’s health pages by 
adding content and citations to trusted sources of information.

The first #CiteNLM edit-a-thon was a one-day virtual event in April 2018; 
since then NNLM’s edit-a-thons have evolved into month-long campaigns 
engaging primarily academic libraries with in-person edit-a-thons as well as 
virtual events. Hundreds of students, faculty, and library staff across the country 
(many of whom were new to Wikipedia editing) have collaborated in NNLM’s 
efforts to support universal access to high-quality health information. To date, 
over 600 health articles have been edited by over 400 editors. The current 
#CiteNLM campaign structure makes it easy for either individuals or groups 
to contribute or host affiliated events, which can include classroom exercises, 
citizen science projects, or library engagement efforts.

Introduction

Despite widespread skepticism of the value of Wikipedia as an infor-
mation resource both within and outside academia, the collaboratively 
created online encyclopedia is one of the most frequently used health 
information resources in the world (Heilman  & West, 2015). This 
includes students and professionals and also holds true in the medical 
field, with over 90 percent of medical students (Heilman & West, 2015; 
Metcalfe & Powell, 2011) and 50–70 percent of physicians (Heilman 
et al., 2011) using Wikipedia to find health information. Wikipedia’s 
health articles receive over 6.5  billion page views annually and are 
written in over 255 languages (Heilman & West, 2015).

As a means of improving this popular and accessible health infor-
mation resource, the Network of the National Library of Medicine 
(NNLM) has, since 2018, organized biannual “#CiteNLM” edit-a-
thons focused on using trusted sources of health information to add 
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citations and content. The National Library of Medicine (NLM), which 
is part of the U.S. National Institutes of Health (NIH), is the world’s 
largest biomedical library and repository of digital and print health 
information resources. NNLM serves as an outreach arm of NLM 
focused on consistent and innovative engagement with both individu-
als and organizations, delivery of specialized trainings, and facilitation 
of health-focused events.

NNLM’s #CiteNLM campaigns dovetail nicely with two goals of 
NNLM and NLM. First, part of NNLM’s mission is to improve the 
public’s access to information to enable them to make informed deci-
sions about their health (NNLM, Mission and Goals, para 1, n.d.-b). 
Although NLM is known for its digital resources (e.g., PubMed and 
MedlinePlus), a huge proportion of Internet users seek health infor-
mation on websites like Wikipedia, making it an important resource 
for libraries providing health information to be aware of and famil-
iar with. Much of NNLM’s work aims to promote health equity and 
informed decision-making by increasing digital health literacy. 
Improving the reliability of Wikipedia’s health pages is one way to meet 
Internet users where they are already comfortable looking for health 
information online for themselves and their families. NNLM believes 
that if it applies its human resources to enhancing Wikipedia articles, 
new partners will engage with NNLM’s work and more of the public 
will be reached by the broad spectrum of NLM’s health information 
resources.

Second, NNLM and NLM also have a formal commitment to pro-
moting and supporting citizen science and crowdsourcing activities 
(NNLM, Crowdsourcing, para 1, n.d.-a). NNLM works to encourage 
community participation in the entire scientific research process via 
training for information professionals and collaboration with organ-
izations working in this field. While these activities have reached a 
wide variety of audiences, academic libraries have been particularly 
strong partners, especially in #CiteNLM campaigns. Wikipedia edit-
ing is a form of crowdsourcing and an avenue for public participation 
in the dissemination of high-quality research and health information. 
As of December 2020, over 400 individuals across the country have 
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participated in #CiteNLM by editing over 600 health articles. Seven 
academic libraries have also contributed by hosting affiliated events.

Campaign History and Evolution

Background
The initial idea for implementing a series of online edit-a-thons began 
at NLM in a conversation with Wikipedian Ashleigh Coren during fall 
2017, at a time when NNLM leadership was seeking innovative meth-
ods of engagement to expand beyond one-way communications like 
email newsletters. Edit-a-thon campaigns presented a creative oppor-
tunity to engage members through health topics of broad interest. 
After a call for interested parties in January 2018, a project planning 
team, the Wikipedia Working Group (WWG), was formed of librar-
ians from NNLM’s regional and national offices. The WWG held a 
series of conversations with the Wikipedia medical community about 
their needs. Notably, trailblazer Dr. James Heilman, the founder of 
WikiProject:Medicine, consulted and later provided training. Due to 
its adaptability and simplicity, Wikipedia Library’s already established 
and widely recognized #1Lib1Ref campaign, which encourages librari-
ans to improve Wikipedia by adding citations, served as a model (“The 
Wikipedia,” 2020).

2018  Campaigns
The topic chosen for the inaugural NNLM edit-a-thon in spring 2018, 
a one-day virtual event, was rare diseases. The WWG, which at the 
time included just one experienced Wikipedia editor, quickly learned 
the basics of editing biomedical articles in order to teach others. The 
WWG also created a project page in Wikipedia and a Wikimedia 
Labs Programs  & Events Dashboard (NNLM Edit-a-thon, 2018), so 
participants could easily locate suggested articles and other informa-
tion about the project and the WWG could quantitatively track event 
participation.

Once issues like time zone differences and platform choices had 
been ironed out, the next major challenge was to communicate plans 
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for a virtual edit-a-thon to potential participants who were likely either 
unfamiliar with Wikipedia editing or accustomed to in-person editing 
events. Fortunately, since NNLM is an outreach-focused organization, 
various channels for project promotion already existed and creation 
of the #CiteNLM hashtag allowed participants to ‘gather’ on social 
media, both synchronously and asynchronously, to follow the work of 
their fellow editors across the country.

Ahead of the one-day edit-a-thon, Dr. James Heilman presented 
a well-attended customized training on behalf of the WWG which 
subsequently formed the basis for all future #CiteNLM trainings. 
Although the inaugural #CiteNLM event lasted only one day, it ran for 
twelve hours to give participants across the country ample time to join. 
WWG members took two-hour shifts staffing a virtual meeting room 
that participants could visit at any time to edit, ask questions, and con-
nect with fellow participants and campaign organizers.

To evaluate the first campaign, the WWG gathered quantitative data 
from the Event Dashboard (NNLM Edit-a-thon, 2018), from Wikipe-
dia itself, and from NNLM social media accounts. At least thirty-two 
editors edited at least 111 articles. Notably, Dashboard statistics likely 
underestimated true participation because the importance of Dash-
board registration was not heavily emphasized during training and 
promotion for the first event. Participants came predominantly from 
the library community, which reflected the audiences reached most 
effectively by existing NNLM communication channels. Although 
overall engagement was lower than the WWG had hoped given the 
number of attendees at the training session, and it became evident that 
quantitatively measuring the impact of edit-a-thons can be compli-
cated, this campaign proved that #CiteNLM could be a creative and 
successful way to engage member organizations and individuals.

Ready to test an improved campaign structure and grow #CiteNLM, 
the WWG soon began planning the Fall 2018 campaign focused on 
women’s health. The broader topic of the second campaign raised a 
new question: with so many women’s health-related topics, how should 
an editor choose an in-scope article to edit? A simple way is to focus 
on articles that, according to Wikipedia’s quality scale, rank lower: 



	 Crowdsourcing and Collaboration � 149

C-class, Start-class, and Stub-class articles typically have lots of room 
for improvement, while B-class and above articles are already fairly 
complete (“Wikipedia Assessment,” 2020). Lower-ranked articles were 
selected for recommendation to participants as editing targets.

The WWG planned wider promotional activities and more robust 
training. Three training sessions, each hosted by two NNLM staff, 
included an overview of Wikipedia, editing basics, and NLM resources 
for improving articles. Lasting around thirty minutes, these were inten-
tionally brief to ensure ease of repeatability and minimize the time 
commitment needed from participants, were offered well in advance of 
the one-day edit-a-thon, and were recorded for asynchronous viewing. 
The virtual editing event utilized the same all-day drop-in structure as 
the spring 2018 event.

The second campaign, as expected, went more smoothly than the 
first. Dashboard numbers were more robust, owing partly to greater 
participation and partly to an increased proportion of participants 
registering so that their contributions could be tracked: at least fifty 
editors edited at least 204 articles. Following the now-repeated success 
of #CiteNLM, WWG members began to give presentations and poster 
sessions about the campaigns at a variety of conferences around the 
country. Presentations remain an important component of #CiteNLM 
outreach and have led to new professional connections and more 
detailed self-reflection. The WWG also remained committed to con-
tinual improvement and internally evaluated each aspect of the fall 
2018 campaign by assessing content and processes from multiple per-
spectives to identify potential modifications for the next campaign.

2019  Campaigns
As an example of the WWG’s willingness to try new approaches, the 
WWG chose to hold its spring 2019 event at the 2019 Medical Library 
Association (MLA) annual meeting. This in-person session, sponsored 
by the MLA Health Disparities Special Interest Group, focused on the 
topic of health equity. Because the event occurred at the MLA con-
ference, promotion was primarily aimed at health sciences librarians 
through channels like NNLM regional blogs and social media, MLA 
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chapter email lists, and the MLA newsletter. Though the WWG had 
successfully held virtual events in the past, it was gratifying to work 
with fifty-four volunteer editors in person to improve content related 
to health disparities. The collaborative atmosphere and success of this 
event inspired the WWG to explore ways to incorporate in-person 
events for future campaigns, leading to significant structural innova-
tions for the fall 2019 campaign.

In advance of the fall 2019 campaign, the WWG focused on enhanc-
ing the #CiteNLM experience with a more user-friendly web presence 
and a longer campaign period—two full months—coupled with sup-
port for institutions to host affiliated local events at any time during 
this period. This campaign did not offer a dedicated one-day virtual 
edit-a-thon; the WWG instead invited individual participants to 
attend a kickoff training session and then edit independently through-
out October and November. The WWG built a new web page (https://
nnlm.gov/national/guides/ccs/wikipedia-edit-thon) with everything 
needed to host affiliated events or participate as an individual. A new 
#CiteNLM Guide for Organizers, adapted from #1Lib1Ref, laid out the 
steps for hosting independent events in a straightforward PDF format. 
This campaign was the WWG’s most successful yet, with at least 108 
editors and 9 affiliated events, several of which are detailed below.

2020  Campaigns
The WWG planned for spring 2020 largely by looking to build on the 
successes of fall 2019; the only major change was a reduction in the 
campaign period from two months to one to reduce the amount of staff 
time required. Unfortunately, April  2020 proved to be an extremely  
difficult time for libraries to offer programming as institutions scram-
bled to shift operations from in-person to virtual in the midst of 
a global pandemic. It is also likely that individual participation was 
reduced by the dramatically altered circumstances as potential partic-
ipants focused on core job responsibilities and adapting to the rap-
idly evolving situation. As a result, overall participation was fairly low: 
forty-nine editors participated and only two institutions held affiliated 
editing events. The WWG viewed the challenges of the spring 2020 

https://nnlm.gov/national/guides/ccs/wikipedia-edit-thon
https://nnlm.gov/national/guides/ccs/wikipedia-edit-thon
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#CiteNLM campaign not as failures but as informative setbacks that 
provided motivation to make #CiteNLM more flexible and better able 
to meet the ongoing need for virtual programming opportunities.

Acknowledging the altered working conditions due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, the WWG approached the fall 2020 campaign with renewed 
energy and developed a new hybrid campaign structure combining a 
month-long campaign period for affiliated events with a scheduled 
two-hour live collaborative edit-a-thon for individuals. The campaign 
training webinar featured strategies and resources for institutions to host 
their own virtual #CiteNLM edit-a-thon any time during the month of 
October. At the live event, participants received a brief training and then 
joined breakout sessions to edit articles related to the campaign topic 
of maternal and child health, chat and ask questions about Wikipedia, 
and connect with the #CiteNLM community. Over thirty editors partic-
ipated in this virtual event and many have expressed excitement about 
making their first Wikipedia edit during the session.

Leading up to the fall 2020 event, a new outreach campaign was 
launched aimed at reaching library and information science (LIS) stu-
dents. This group is an intended audience for NNLM outreach and 
LIS students are well-situated to be excellent Wikipedia contributors 
due to their likely interest in information literacy, research, and ref-
erence. The WWG invited students to join the two-hour live editing 
event, pitching it as an opportunity to meet practicing information 
professionals and network with other LIS students from around the 
country while also learning about Wikipedia editing and Wikipedia’s 
health information. Messaging was sent to MLIS programs promoting 
the #CiteNLM edit-a-thon as an opportunity to build reference skills, 
health information literacy, familiarity with trustworthy health infor-
mation resources, and an understanding of how to utilize Wikipedia 
responsibly. As a result of this simple campaign, LIS students from 
at least six different programs across the country joined the virtual 
editing event. The WWG hopes that these new editors will continue 
to contribute to Wikipedia and pass information about the impor-
tance and ease of doing so along to their colleagues as they finish their 
degrees and enter the field.
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To reach a broader audience, training opportunities were 
expanded to include a four-week asynchronous online course enti-
tled Wikipedia + Libraries: NNLM (https://nnlm.gov/wikipedia-li-
braries-nnlm), which ran concurrently with the campaign and was 
taught by members of the WWG. Tailored to a librarian audience, 
the course introduced over thirty participants to the importance of 
Wikipedia’s health and medical information, the basics of Wikipe-
dia editing, and suggestions for incorporating Wikipedia into their 
library’s programming and instruction. In total, between the virtual 
event, Wikipedia + Libraries students, and other participants, eighty-
six editors edited seventy-seven Wikipedia articles for the fall 2020 
campaign.

Academic Libraries as Partners

Through the six #CiteNLM campaigns to date, academic librarians 
and libraries have been vital partners in NNLM’s work to improve 
health information on Wikipedia. Academic libraries are well-situated  
to do this work since they tend to have existing information or 
health literacy programming that #CiteNLM can be used alongside; 
experience with instruction; topical expertise; and a connection 
with academic infrastructure that places value on dissemination of 
high-quality health information and research. Examining academic 
libraries’ motivations for participating in #CiteNLM and their expe-
riences hosting campaign-affiliated editing events provides valuable 
insight into the campaigns’ successes and challenges. These events are 
also informative case studies for incorporation of Wikipedia editing 
into academic library programming and instruction. Through the 
spring 2020 #CiteNLM campaign, seven academic libraries hosted 
affiliated editing events, and four of these responded to a survey about 
their experiences. The host libraries were Indiana University Ruth Lilly 
Medical Library, Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts Freel Library, 
Radford University McConnell Library, University of California, Los 
Angeles Biomedical Library (UCLA), University of Maryland, Balti-
more Health Sciences and Human Services Library (UMB), University 

https://nnlm.gov/wikipedia-libraries-nnlm
https://nnlm.gov/wikipedia-libraries-nnlm
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of Massachusetts Lamar Soutter Library (UMass), and University of 
Pennsylvania Biomedical Library (UPenn).

Choosing to Host
The Wikipedia Working Group employed a suite of engagement tools 
to reach academic partners and raise awareness of #CiteNLM. Several 
libraries became involved with #CiteNLM through their established 
connection with NNLM as hosts of NNLM Regional Medical Libraries 
(UCLA, UMass, UMB). UPenn, which does not host a Regional Med-
ical Library, learned of #CiteNLM through individual librarians’ par-
ticipation in the 2019 MLA immersion session. The remaining partner 
libraries learned of #CiteNLM via online trainings and promotional 
messages distributed via social media and email.

Regardless of how they learned about #CiteNLM, academic library 
partners ultimately chose to host #CiteNLM events for several reasons. 
UMB noted that holding an in-person #CiteNLM event simply allowed 
for a fun, collaborative library program to engage faculty and students 
from across campus without much staff time needed for development. 
Several institutions cited the high number of residents and medical 
students utilizing Wikipedia on a daily basis as a driving factor. Par-
ticipating in a #CiteNLM event allows medical students to learn more 
about this information resource and have a hand in directly improv-
ing health information widely utilized by providers and patients. In 
alignment with the core mission of the #CiteNLM campaigns, the 
desire to make Wikipedia a more credible and reliable information 
resource was also an important factor in why libraries decided to host 
#CiteNLM events. As UMass noted, engaging knowledgeable people to 
edit Wikipedia allows subject matter experts to share their expertise on 
a topic and provides the public with a more credible source of health 
information.

Implementation and Collaboration
UCLA and UPenn collaborated creatively with other university depart-
ments to position #CiteNLM alongside Health Literacy Month and 
Open Access Week. UCLA also hosted their event in conjunction with 



154	 Cowles, Glusker,Gogan, Lillich, Sheppard, Vitale, Waltman, Wilson, and Wilson

UCLA’s Centennial Initiative, pulling in faculty and audiences from 
on campus and from the wider University of California system. Oth-
ers libraries opted to hold stand-alone events that better suited their 
programming needs. Some partner libraries hosted multiple sessions 
(e.g., a training preceding the actual edit-a-thon or several scheduled 
editing events to allow varied audiences to participate), while others 
held one event combining training and editing. The range of ways in 
which academic library partners have tailored #CiteNLM to fit their 
programming needs demonstrates the campaign’s adaptability to vari-
ous contexts even within the academic library.

To facilitate connections between planned library programming 
and #CiteNLM, academic library partners effectively utilized both 
NLM’s wide array of digital health information resources (e.g., Med-
linePlus) and NNLM Wikipedia editing resources (e.g., the Organizers’ 
Guide and online trainings). All of the WWG’s academic library host 
partners stated that they utilized the Organizers’ Guide to help plan 
their event and then adapted NNLM’s materials in various ways to fit 
their local needs. For example, UPenn created training materials based 
on NNLM’s but with additional information about their locally avail-
able databases. UMB used NNLM’s trainings as a basis for the train-
ing offered at their in-person event and utilized linked resources from 
the #CiteNLM web page to identify articles in need of editing. UMass 
relied on NNLM’s promotional materials to publicize their event and 
on NNLM’s recorded trainings to introduce remote editors to Wikipe-
dia editing. Partnering with NNLM’s Pacific Southwest Regional office, 
librarians from the UCLA Biomedical Library created training materi-
als specific to the campus. They promoted directly to the UCLA MLIS 
program, recruiting students to participate in the campaign and even 
help with creating the event Dashboard. The team also heavily pro-
moted the event through the OpenUCLA Centennial Initiative, which 
was open to the entire campus as well as the public. Finally, many insti-
tutions diverged from the topic of the current #CiteNLM campaign, 
choosing instead to adapt the materials to a topic of greater interest to 
their local audience.
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Evaluation
Each partner library learned valuable lessons and identified oppor-
tunities for improvement of future #CiteNLM events. Most partners 
identified a desire for a greater number of participants at their events 
and plan to address this issue in several ways. Since upcoming events 
will most likely be virtual for the foreseeable future, some institutions 
are exploring the possibility of holding edit-a-thons as asynchronous 
events similar to the main #CiteNLM month-long campaigns to enable 
more students, staff, and faculty to participate as their schedules allow. 
Partner libraries also mentioned plans to expand promotion to wider 
audiences (e.g., through posted advertisements in spaces frequented 
by students and hospital staff), advertise earlier, and collaborate with 
university health sciences departments to draw in more editors by 
emphasizing the educational potential of edit-a-thon participation.

In some cases, event location may have contributed to low partici-
pation. Due to space restrictions, UMB held their event in library class-
rooms located in the basement away from the usual library traffic. They 
hypothesized that moving future in-person events to a central location 
on campus or in the library may pique the curiosity of passers-by and 
lead to increased attendance. UMass experienced difficulties tracking 
participation because not all participants joined the event dashboard, 
so their edits were not captured. In spite of reported lower-than- 
desired attendance in some cases, all responding partner libraries 
agreed that taking part in #CiteNLM helped transform Wikipedia 
users into contributors by changing their perceptions of Wikipedia. 
Participants and hosts both learned that they could make an impact-
ful contribution to Wikipedia by becoming editors and improving the 
encyclopedia’s health information.

The NNLM WWG is extremely appreciative of the work their aca-
demic library partners have done to bolster the success of #CiteNLM 
and hopes that these collaborations will grow even stronger for future 
editing campaigns. Partner feedback has consistently proved essential 
for shaping the future direction of #CiteNLM and academic libraries 
will continue to be a core audience for the WWG’s efforts to improve 
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health information on Wikipedia, even as the WWG continues to think 
about ways to effectively tailor the campaigns for new audiences.

Looking Forward

Looking to the future, the WWG has identified several avenues to 
expand the reach and impact of #CiteNLM campaigns. Given the suc-
cess of the fall 2020 virtual edit-a-thon, this format will be repeated 
in spring 2021. The Wikipedia + Libraries course will also be offered 
again alongside the spring 2021 campaign. The WWG plans to con-
tinue and expand its outreach to LIS students and programs by repeat-
ing fall 2020’s outreach campaign and pilot testing a program-in-a-box 
designed to make it easy for LIS faculty to teach about evaluating and 
contributing to Wikipedia’s health information in any class where it 
would be relevant. Finally, the WWG hopes to partner more closely 
with health sciences students and faculty for future campaigns, as their 
topical expertise is a largely untapped but promising resource.

The WWG continually takes qualitative and quantitative feedback 
into account in improving each successive campaign in order to better 
reach and serve its audiences (see Cowles et al., 2020 for greater detail). 
It is their hope that as a result, #CiteNLM will continue to engage new 
editors and empower them to contribute further to the important 
and ongoing work of improving the reliability of Wikipedia’s health 
information.
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Abstract

The Catalan Wikipedia (Viquipèdia) is a successful free-knowledge platform with 
a strong community of editors that has significantly contributed to the normaliza-
tion of this minoritized language on the Internet. In 2012, the NGO Amical Wiki-
media and the Public Library Service of the Catalan Ministry of Culture launched 
#Bibliowikis, an initiative that has involved several hundreds of librarians and 
public libraries in the improvement of this version of the online encyclopedia. 
This unique, successful model was presented to the United Nations Educational, 
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Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and has been highlighted as a 
case study by the International Federation of Library Associations and Institu-
tions (IFLA). The project involves the so-called Amical-way, in which scaffolded 
training, long-term self-management, and the geographically available Wikipe-
dian volunteers constitute the three fundamental working pillars. #Bibliowikis’ 
success has experienced different levels of applicability and regularity over the 
Catalan-speaking territories, especially in the Land of Valencia and Andorra, and 
may be endangered by global online dynamics, loss of the volunteering principles, 
and prioritization of economic resources in the fast-changing Wikimedia envi-
ronment. However, #Bibliowikis’ characteristics are fully aligned with those of 
Open Access, thus it is easily combined with academia and the public knowledge 
transfer at universities. Its robust ethical discourse on social contribution, negli-
gible infrastructure, and linguistic heritage protection has allowed #Bibliowikis to 
be feasible and easily implemented in the increasing context of teleworking and 
the need for social digitization of bibliographic repositories.

Keywords

Catalan, Wikipedia, Viquipèdia, Libraries, Open Access, Volunteering, 
GLAM, Digitization.

Introduction: Catalan Language, Wikipedia, 
Geography, and Public Libraries

The Catalan language is a Western Romance language spoken by 
approximately 10  million people (Plataforma per la llengua, 2020). 
Its natural linguistic domain comprises four European states, but it 
is not a dominant language in most of the regions where it is natu-
rally spoken: Spain (autonomous communities of Catalonia, Land of 
Valencia, Balearic Islands, Aragón, and Murcia), France (department 
of Pyrénées-Orientales, known as Northern Catalonia), Andorra, and 
Italy (in the Sardinian city of Alghero). Catalan shares its original ter-
ritory with strong, state-supported languages such as Spanish, French, 
and Italian. The territorial fragmentation of Catalan has resulted in 
different denominations, levels of protection, and officiality depending 
on the region (Hawkey, 2018; Miller & Miller, 1996). In addition, the 
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use of Catalan has been forbidden several times throughout history—
most recently in Spain during the Franco dictatorship (Vallverdú, 
1984). Catalan is a threatened language that needs active promotions 
in order to keep its usage alive and foster generational transmission.

In this linguistic context, Viquipèdia (Catalan Wikipedia, 2020), the Cat-
alan-language edition of Wikipedia, was the second Wikipedia edition in a 
language other than English (Hinojo, 2016). It was the third to be created, in 
March 2001—just after the German edition. By 2020, it was ranked as the 
twentieth language by number of articles and had an active community of 
about 1,500 monthly editors. Since it was launched, both Wikipedia and the 
rest of Wikimedia projects have been proven as a major tool to foster Cat-
alan normalization on the Internet and for a proper digital arrangement of 
ascertainable knowledge in this language (Dengra i Grau, 2018; Rius, 2019).

Amical Wikimedia is the nonprofit organization that promotes 
freely accessible Catalan culture and knowledge through the values 
and engagement of individuals and organizations in Viquipèdia (Ami-
cal Wikimedia, 2020; Amical Wikimedia, Qui som, 2020). It has con-
ducted several projects to achieve Wikipedia’s mission, including the 
#Bibliowikis project. Since 2012 Amical Wikimedia has been involved 
with nearly 500 public, academic, and special libraries located within 
the Catalan-speaking areas (Proffitt, 2018).

This chapter aims to further explain the origin, ethical conception, 
linguistic and territorial context, strengths, and weaknesses of the 
#Bibliowikis case study that has been an initiative to bring librarians 
into Catalan Wikipedia editing and online free knowledge partici-
pation in this language. In addition, this chapter provides applicable 
examples, some strategies that allow it to bond with academia, and 
discusses future possibilities, threats, and fate in a quickly changing 
digital and socioeconomic world.

The Start of #Bibliowikis in Catalonia’s Public 
Libraries

In 2011, the relationship between Catalan Wikipedia and the librarianship 
ecosystem (also applicable to the educational sphere) was fraught with dis-
trust. Professional librarians, who had been trained to thoroughly search 
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traditional reference tools and other proven sources of information, did 
not see Wikipedia as an ally but rather as an intruder not to be trusted. 
That’s why the first big step in 2011, and the real trigger toward a better 
relationship, was the scaffolded training designed by Amical Wikimedia 
along with the Public Library Service of the Catalan Ministry of Culture 
(Proffitt, 2018), led at that time by Carme Fenoll i Clarabuch.

The first step of this project made it possible for the vast majority of 
librarians in the Catalan network of public libraries to learn, in detail, 
about the values ​​of Catalan Wikipedia—its editing criteria and the exist-
ing GLAM (Galleries, Libraries, Archives, and Museums) projects. This 
educational partnership, between Amical Wikipedia and public librar-
ies in Catalonia, took place mainly between 2012 and 2013. Afterward, 
follow-up training was conducted with more engaged and experienced 
librarians (Proffitt, 2018). Later on, an annual motif was created to bring 
together the actions of the nearly 400 public libraries involved and the 
international annual campaign, #1Lib1Ref (in Catalan, #1Bib1Ref), was 
also folded into the #Bibliowikis activities with great success.

Wikipedia’s Benefits and Opportunities for 
Catalan Librarians

What does an eighteen-year-old, computer-savvy Wikipedian 
working from home have in common with a local librarian? The 

Figure 1  Sticker motif implemented during the first years after #Bibliowikis 
was launched. It served as a cohesive symbol among the participating libraries 
and engaged the interest of the public libraries’ users in Catalan Wikipedia-
related activities. (From left to right: Amical Wikimedia-Servei de Biblioteques 
de Catalunya, CC-BY-SA 3.0; Francesc Fort, CC-BY-SA 4.0; Àlex Hinojo, 
CC-BY 3.0).
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passion to share information and help citizens. When this symbiosis 
was recognized by Catalan Wikipedians and librarians, the initial 
mistrust started to fall. Librarians learned about a cohesive, online 
meritocracy of volunteer work that complemented the librarian 
ethos. On the flipside, Wikipedians learned about the commitment 
and dedication of librarians, the scope of bibliographic collections 
pending digitization, and the different timelines, needs, and char-
acteristics of public institutions. Moreover, the issue of gender bias 
in Wikipedia acquired more significance. In the Catalan-language 
context, 80  percent of librarians are women while approximately 
85 percent of Wikipedians are men (Roqueta, 2014). Reducing gen-
der bias in Wikipedia became one of the biggest challenges of this 
case study.

What is more, as a minoritized language (Hawkey, 2018; May, 2013), 
editing the Catalan Wikipedia allows librarians to reinforce their role 
of promoting language diversity, especially in the case of Libraries spe-
cializing in local or heritage collections. It becomes an opportunity to 
normalize and digitalize the content of knowledge compendiums in 
this language, as well as to make visible and add value in the network 
on resources that can be found in their libraries. In areas with low usage 
of Catalan, #Bibliowikis can serve librarians as a tool to linguistically 
engage their users and provide them with sources that would not be 
consulted in other circumstances.

The Catalan Model of Librarians’ 
Involvement: A Volunteer-Driven Philosophy

Amical Wikimedia, as a nonprofit organization of about 120 vol-
unteers, counts some of the most active Catalan Wikipedians 
among its members (Amical Wikimedia, 2020). Hence, the dual 
role of Amical Wikipedia’s volunteers, both in-wiki and off-wiki, 
becomes the best asset for the outreach of the organization and the 
free encyclopedia. Volunteers connect and engage with institutions  
(i.e., libraries for this topic) by introducing them to the values of 
Wikipedia. In addition, they transfer knowledge by mentoring 
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beginners, providing technical support, and giving general guid-
ance for the development of events. Finally, these volunteers (as 
experienced Wikipedians) are already part of the day-to-day mech-
anisms and community debates within the Wikimedia projects. 
Therefore, the integration of new users, data, and subprojects on the 
local levels is seen as natural and tiered growth, and not as external 
meddling outside of an already existing community (Meta-Wiki, 
2014; Wikimedia Outreach, 2017).

From 2012 to mid-2020, the structure and functional core of the 
organization, the so-called Amical-way, relied on a collaboration 
between a project director and its more than 100 volunteers. This sin-
gle employee was selected from the Catalan Wikipedian community, 
based on their past participation as an Amical volunteer. A small com-
mission of the most involved volunteers ensured a professional and 
rigorous follow-up and direction of the employee’s tasks. This way, a 
horizontal bond was ensured between the employee, external Wiki-
pedia editors, internal Amical members, external institutions, and 
individual librarians (Meta-Wiki, 2014). Nonetheless, the philosophy 
of the organization has always been to promote an endpoint of self- 
sustainability and scaffolded training among its members and insti-
tutions. In the beginning of a project, volunteers and institutions are 
provided with guidelines and a regionally available volunteer who 
serves as a truly human support; then there is a progressive decrease 
in support until the beginners have become competent, and eventually 
trainers are released to focus on other projects (Fenoll, 2016; Meta-
Wiki, 2014; Proffitt, 2018; Wikimedia Outreach, 2017).

Scaling the Project: Deployment of the #Bibliowikis to Other  
Catalan-Speaking Areas
Amical Wikimedia has been able, with partial success, to expand the 
#Bibliowikis impact outside of Catalonia and implement it in other 
Catalan-speaking territories. The most significant deployment has 
been in the Land of Valencia and Andorra. Also, there has been spo-
radic activity in Northern Catalonia and the Balearic Islands. The 
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leading figure for those initial expansions was Àlex Hinojo Sánchez, 
who was Amical Wikimedia’s project director from 2012 to 2018, with 
the support of local volunteers and the development of targeted and 
integrated events like the annual gathering of participant libraries, 
Trobada de Bibliowikis, which was held in 2016 (Núvol, 2016).

The start of #Bibliowikis in the Land of Valencia started with a 
relationship between Amical Wikimedia and Valencian Museum  
of Ethnology in 2016 (Pons et  al., 2019). Later that year, the first 
Wikipedian-in-residence (WiR) began to volunteer in the library of 
the Valencian Museum of Ethnology (Pons et  al., 2019). Here, the 
#Bibliowikis program was adapted to integrate it into GLAM out-
comes. In this case, the library acted as a gateway to the museum. 
During this stable collaboration, documents and multimedia were 
uploaded to Wikimedia projects and several editing contests and edit-
a-thons were held, such as the Wiki Loves Falles contest to upload pop-
ular, cultural content to Wikimedia Commons (Pons et al., 2019). In 
this case, the #Bibliowikis approach favored the adoption of the same 
discourse and engagement by another Wikimedia affiliate, Wikimedia 
España, which boosted the trust of the already involved librarians and 
increased the linguistic outreach of the ongoing activities.

Although Valencian public libraries have never hosted a con-
solidated #Bibliowikis project like the one in Catalonia, this hybrid 
GLAM-library partnership with Amical has resulted in other specific 
and individual activities hosted in various locations, with only one 
regular annual edit-a-thon in the library of L’Eliana (Gascó Com-
eche, 2017, 2020), but this particular event has evolved toward a self- 
sustained activity (Gascó Comeche, 2020). To revert the standstill 
and increase the number of involved libraries, the Official College of 
Librarians and Documentalists of the Land of Valencia (COBDCV) 
signed formal agreements in late 2019 with Amical Wikimedia and 
Wikimedia España that aim to collaborate, train, and raise the aware-
ness of Valencian chartered professionals toward Wikimedia projects 
and activities such as #1Lib1Ref.

Similarly, the implementation of #Bibliowikis in the micro-country  
of Andorra has been irregular, although mostly successful. Two events 
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were pivotal to the Andorran librarians’ confidence in the project. 
First, the first-ever Catalan and non-English Wikipedia article, “Àbac,” 
was created in Andorra (Fernández, 2019; Hinojo, 2016). Second, 
Andorra became the first country in the world to have all of its heritage 
monuments photographed and uploaded to Wikipedia thanks to Ami-
cal Wikimedia volunteers’ tenacity within the Wiki Loves Monuments 
global initiative (Govern d’Andorra, 2011; Hinojo, 2016). As #Bibliow-
ikis grew in importance in Catalonia, the National Library of Andorra 
took the lead in 2013 when they had the Public Library of the Govern-
ment of Andorra contribute by adding articles and organizing their 
first edit-a-thon (Hinojo, 2016). Although Andorra libraries have seen 
successful with wikiprojects, other governmental GLAM and univer-
sity wikiprojects hosted in the country did not fully incorporate librar-
ians in subsequent years. However, in early 2019, the National Library 
significantly increased its activity once again and provided biblio-
graphic sources and editing mentorship to high school students (Diari 
d’Andorra, 2019). Differently from Catalonia and the Land of Valen-
cia, though, and given the circumstance of unknown or insufficiently 
active Catalan editors in the country, the help for this new kick-off was 
initially provided on-site by an Amical volunteer from Catalonia, but 
progressively switched to online support. Despite their lower activity, 
as compared to other #Bibliowikis and the impediments derived from 
the Andorran Copyright Law (no “Freedom of Panorama”), they keep 
regular and self-managed additions and activities (e.g. #1Lib1Ref) to 
promote new content and draw in new Wikipedians (Blasco, 2020; 
Fernández, 2019; Hinojo, 2016).

Strengths, Weaknesses, Threats, and Uncertainties  
of the Catalan Model
In one decade, the #Bibliowikis project has demonstrated its ability 
to become a tool of reference and introduction to open knowledge 
to the public. Library involvement has also boosted this format and 
the librarian-Wikipedian tandem has come to stay. Its discourse, 
ease, cost (free), and applicability have allowed the project to become 
an international case of study. It has been endorsed by Europeana 
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Foundation as an opportunity to further engage GLAM and heritage 
initiatives (Hinojo, 2013), by the International Federation of Library 
Associations and Institutions (IFLA) for public libraries (Fenoll, 
2016), and was presented at the United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (Parreño Mont, 2017). 
Additionally, #Bibliowikis’ impact and recognition was a crucial push 
for the final recognition from the Wikimedia Foundation of Amical 
Wikimedia as the first, worldwide official affiliate that was not framed 
in the boundaries of a state but rather in the defense of a language 
(Ara, 2013). One year after, Amical received the National Prize of 
Culture 2014 by the Catalan Government (Gran Enciclopèdia Cat-
alana, 2015).

The proper visualization of a volunteer workforce joined with pub-
lic entities, such as libraries, allowed #Bibliowikis to scale up. Even in 
the case of less institutional support and volunteering impact, good 
results, such as QR codes for two-dimensional items uploaded to 
Wikimedia Commons, were shared by the Valencian #Bibliowikis in 
national conferences hosted by the Spanish Federation of Societies 
of Archivist, Librarians, Documentalist, and Museology (FESABID) 
(Pons et al., 2019)—proving the social and academic influence of dif-
ferent asymmetric, but valid scalings. In all cases, Wikipedia edits and 
multimedia uploads contributed to facilitate the understanding and 
development of Open Access public policies and, therefore, allowed 
them to be the seed of change.

However, the Amical-way has some weaknesses and uncertain-
ties in relation to libraries. Unlike other Amical Wikimedia initia-
tives, #Bibliowikis has no financial cost, except for the travel or basic 
expenses of its volunteers (Meta-Wiki, 2014). Thus, its weaknesses do 
not depend on the monetary basis but on the volunteering commit-
ment and discursive self-development, as well as on librarians and 
their regulatory bodies to maintain a self-sustained scaffolded training 
and engagement. A loss of the top-down institutional support and out-
reach, which happened in Catalonia in 2017 with the sudden change of 
the Head of Public Libraries (Martínez, 2017), can result in a mid- or 
a long-term impact decrease of the project. In fact, a loss of volunteer-
ing activity has consequently decreased follow-up meetings, libraries 
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involved, and a break of the “librarians train librarians” institutionally 
agreed-upon activities in the Catalan #Bibliowikis in the latest stages.

#Bibliowikis’ robustness currently relies on the adoption of a dis-
course by the active volunteers, librarians, and the gained recogni-
tion. However, there is much uncertainty about its future linked to the 
transmission of these values by all stakeholders. Organizational priori-
ties and tasks managed by Amical volunteers have been limited due to 
the community size and a small, internal core of very active members 
who assume most of the workload (Meta-Wiki, 2014). In future cri-
sis environments, librarians may increase their workload and dimin-
ish their availability for activism. In this way, #Bibliowikis’ life may be 
endangered despite its prestige. Finally, the future success of these and 
other projects is constrained by two factors. One of them is the lack 
of generational renewal of new Wikipedians with the same sharing 
principles and volunteering enthusiasm that has been observed in the 
Catalan community (Hinojo, 2020). Some of its members have become 
inactive without conducting prior experience transfer to newcomers, 
while some of the latter have not shown enough interest to keep up 
with successful initiatives. The second one is the sum of wrong global 
tendencies affecting the Wikimedia Foundation and some Wikimedia 
affiliates. Staff members and economical resources are becoming the 
key limiting factors of their goals instead of Wikipedia’s natural eco-
system: volunteers (Hinojo, 2020). This drifting influence has strongly 
affected some Wikimedia affiliates including Amical, therefore trig-
gering profound ethical and governance disagreements that endanger 
its continuity. In other territories, external agents without close bonds 
to the Wikipedian communities are opening the gate to contractual 
librarian projects (Bañares, 2018; Martinsen, 2019). Profitability might 
become the trend and eventually displace charitable ideas such as the 
ones represented by #Bibliowikis.

The Nexus between #Bibliowikis and Academic 
Libraries

Catalan university libraries have become a nexus of both #Bibliow-
ikis and #Eduwiki (educational) programs. University repositories play 
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a key role within Wikipedia: they provide access to sources and can 
assess the impact of Creative Commons licensing in public knowledge 
transfer from higher educational institutions to the general public 
(Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona. Comissió d’Accés Obert, 2020). 
Academic libraries possess deep expertise in Open Access research 
and education. Hence, they incorporate their skills on best practices on 
how to promote open knowledge values and its transfer to classrooms, 
research groups, and administrative communities, and consequently in 
academic outreach. As a result of this commitment, some Catalan uni-
versities, such as the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB), have 
updated their institutional policies to enrich horizontal transmission 
of knowledge with licensing conditions suitable for Wikipedia (Uni-
versitat Autònoma de Barcelona, 2012).

As previously mentioned, the figure of a university librarian who 
is engaged with the Wikimedia values (and, in general, with the free 
knowledge movement) is of great value as it normalizes the still reluc-
tant bond with the academic community. In the Catalan context, 
small- and large-scale projects have been developed, and are intended 
to promote Wikipedia’s academic impact. Examples of these combined 
systems, in which University libraries take the lead, are the creation 
of the Honoris Causa biographies; online librarian trainings during 
the COVID-19 pandemic; release of archive images to Commons; 
and ORCID links to Wikidata of admissible personnel at the Auton-
omous University of Barcelona’s (UAB) (Allué & Casaldàliga, 2018); 
and the Viquidones permanent space edition at the Pompeu Fabra 
University (UPF) (Dengra i Grau, 2020; Martija, 2019). Other activ-
ities have involved edit-a-thons and scoring wikiprojects for students 
jointly promoted by librarians and professors at the Catalonia College 
of Music (ESMUC) (Catalunya Ràdio, 2020) or the above-mentioned 
support and mentoring to high schools by the National Library of 
Andorra (Diari d’Andorra, 2019).

In the same regard, librarians have contributed to official, long-
term agreements between Amical Wikimedia and UAB or with the 
Open University of Catalonia (UOC) in order to promote workshops, 
training, conferences, open-access engagement, and #eduwiki projects 
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with students and professors led by volunteers. Some social research-
ers aligned with the Amical-way have integrated acquired knowledge 
in Catalan #Eduwiki and #Bibliowikis projects by preparing help 
manuals and ethical guides on editing Wikipedia in bachelor’s theses 
(Castells, 2020), highly skilled academic research, or regular teaching 
(Aibar, 2016; Lerga Felip & Aibar Puentes, 2015).

Different educational initiatives promoted by academic libraries 
have been carried out that link open teaching and Wikipedia. Univer-
sity libraries have lines of work related to supporting the development 
of open, online teaching materials. For this reason, some events related 
to open education have been carried out, such as the Open Education 
Weeks (Solé, 2020). Under the title “Open Educational Resources: Shar-
ing to Educate,” UAB hosted a working day dedicated to deal with open 
educational initiatives in the framework of Wikimedia programs with 
participation of librarians, teaching staff, and Wikipedians (Universi-
tat Autònoma de Barcelona. Servei de Biblioteques, 2020). University 
librarians are an example of transition toward a prioritization of digital 
environments. In this context and amid the experience of COVID-19, 
initiatives with added value and reduced face-to-face public services, 
such as #Bibliowikis, can play a big role in the pursuit of common goals 
with little physical interaction. In all educational levels, a reformulation 
of didactic approaches is proposed with the addition of new enjoyable 
distance learning environments and embedding technologies for new 
generations (Rapanta et al., 2020).

Conclusion

The main difficulty faced by librarians editing Wikipedia has been the 
lack of time and the impossibility of naturally integrating editing into 
their daily routine—librarians necessarily prioritize ordering and face-
to-face reference service at the counter. The successful philosophy of 
#Bibliowikis has relied on the values of volunteering, overturn, and 
scaffolded training, which are evolving asymmetrically among both 
librarians and Wikipedians in a changing sociodigital and Wikime-
dia environment. Despite this, #Bibliowikis has shown its success by 



170	 Dengra, Fenoll, Allué, Fort, García, and Pons

playing a big role in responding to an awakening community pride 
to work on similar information projects regardless of age, academic 
knowledge, gender, location, and even social distancing. In addition, it 
has united librarians across different library types. #Bibliowikis, given 
its free, pliable, and volunteer-driven structure, can be a model for 
library systems outside of Catalan-speaking areas. Librarians should 
consider it a priority to include open education and free knowledge 
goals, which are fostered by projects such as #Bibliowikis.
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Abstract

In 2017, the Biblioteca Daniel Cosío Villegas, an academic (and public) library 
in Mexico City, drafted the first grant-funded project in the region for training 
academic librarians in the Wikimedia universe. Drawing on my experience coor-
dinating this project, this case study outlines suggestions for ensuring the conti-
nuity of Wikipedia and other Wikimedia endeavors in libraries. Before going in 
detail, I offer background data on Wikipedians-in-Residence (WIR) experiences 
around the globe, followed by the specific characteristics this position has had in 
different libraries. I then present a brief timeline of our project, an overview of 
our first “flame” (the #1Bib1Ref campaign), the ways we kept the “Wiki-flame” 
burning: leveraging our team’s strengths and collaborating, and some ideas on 
how to build your own “fireplace” through a minimal viable product approach, 
documentation, and feedback (where I share some thoughts on why Wikipedia 
may not even be the fireplace you were looking for, and that’s ok).
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Introduction

Spanish is the second most spoken mother tongue in the world with 
around 500 million Spanish speakers worldwide (González, 2020, p. 47; 
Instituto Cervantes, 2019, p. 6). Although a multilingual country, Mex-
ico has the greatest number of native Spanish speakers, and it ranks 
among the top fifteen countries with the greatest number of Internet 
users (Instituto Cervantes, 2019, p. 50; Navarro, 2020). Yet, between 2009 
and 2013, Spanish represented less than 7 percent of the global share of 
Wikipedia edits, and edits from Mexico represented only around one-
tenth of the Spanish contributions (Zachte, 2013). This missing perspec-
tive in the world’s largest encyclopedia was one of the main drivers of 
our project—and who better to fill an information gap than librarians.

WIRs in Libraries: A Very Brief History of 
Previous Fires

The figures now available on the amount of Galleries, Libraries, 
Archives, and Museums (GLAM) that have collaborated to Wikimedia 
projects (Wikipedia, Wikidata, Wikimedia Commons, etc.,) seem to 
confirm that this partnership has been suitable for at least 100 librar-
ies around the world (Gill, 2020). Moreover, there have been around 
forty Wikipedians-in-Residence (WIR) working in libraries, but who 
are they and what are they doing in our institutions?

A WIR oversees the integration of an open knowledge strategy 
that leverages the usage of Wikimedia projects into the workflows 
and practice of a library or other cultural institutions. This type of 
collaboration was first developed and tested in 2010 at the British 
Museum (BM). The experienced Australian Wikipedia editor Liam 
Wyatt (User:Wittylama) held the residency as a volunteer for five 
weeks and ran interesting initiatives like the £100 giftshop voucher 
prize for new featured article or the “one-on-one collaborations” in 
which Wikipedians got to work with BM curators on a particular 
topic, which also caught the eye of the media (see Cohen, 2010). 
Unfortunately, the story following this mythical genesis is not so easy 
to track. There is no official data on WIR positions. However, there 
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are two sources that can help us reconstruct a timeline: a Wikidata 
query (WQ)1 and a scrubbed version of the “Mapping GLAM-Wiki 
collaborations” (MGW) collaborative spreadsheet (Gutiérrez De la 
Torre, 2020a).2

According to MGW, the earliest Wikimedia-library liaison was 
in 2011, ten years after Wikipedia was first launched (Shin, 2017). 
This liaison consisted in a Wikimedia Commons project conducted 
by the State Library of Queensland in Australia. The main objective 
was the donation of 50,000 public domain images and their metadata 
(ACULibrary, 2011). Months later, in December, Daniel Tsvi Framow-
itz became the first WIR in a library.3 This position was held at the 
National Library of Israel, and the focus was directed toward improving 
Wikimedia’s coverage of the library’s collection. In addition to several 
national libraries that hired WIRs in Chile, North Macedonia, Scotland, 
Switzerland, Wales, and so on, university libraries also became a part 
of this collaborative endeavor starting from 2014 (see figure 1). Fol-
lowing WQ’s results, Rob Velella became the first WIR in an academic 

Figure 1  A map of WIRs in libraries (2011–2020) according to the WQ data (see 
interactive version at Gutiérrez De la Torre, 2020c). 
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library, when he joined Harvard University’s Houghton Library  
from May until December of 2014 (Garber, 2014; Velella, 2014). The Sci-
entific Library of Lomonosov Moscow State University followed suit that 
September. Russian historian and publisher Mikhail Melnichenko became 
a resident in cooperation with the “Oral History Foundation” to load pic-
tures, audio, and video materials about outstanding Soviet and Russian 
scientists (Число Российских Вики-Резидентов Удвоилось, 2014).

Library-based residencies’ activities could be summarized with the 
following five main activities:

1.	 Writing pieces about their collections or improving Wikipedia 
citations utilizing the library’s collections (British Library Pro-
ject Page, 2013; Harold B. Lee Library, 2020; Wikipedia Col-
laboration at the University of Alberta, 2020).

2.	 Digitizing, uploading, and open-licensing of their media (Basel 
University Library, 2018; Wikiprojekt Biblioteki Narodowej, 
2019; Универзитетска библиотека 2014, 2019).

3.	 Improving their discoverability or metadata through Wikidata 
(National Wikimedian at the National Library of Wales, 2019).

4.	 Creating training and event planning strategies and practices 
(The National Library of Scotland GLAM Project, 2020; ‘Wiki-
pedia 101’ Series, 2020).

5.	 Documenting successful cases and guides for their communi-
ties (Вики Библиотекар/2019, 2020).

However successful these initiatives have been, they seem less com-
mon. If we take a look at a WIR timeline (see figure  2), depending 
on the source, one can see a peak around 2015 or 2016 and a steady 
decrease from 2017 onward.

While this could be due to a data capture problem, after parsing 
the mentions of WIRs in “This Month in GLAM” newsletter, a similar 
decline is observed after 2017 (see figure 3).

This decline could be a permanent trend or a normal fluctuation of 
the hype that will eventually grow back again. However scarce these 
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Figure 2  Approximate number of WIR mentions in libraries according to MGW 
and WQ. 

Figure 3  Approximate number of WIR mentions in the “This Month in GLAM” news-
letter. Bar plot showing the Wikipedian-in-Residence mentions in a GLAM newsletter.
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collaborations may be in the future, if the purpose of these collabora-
tions is to leverage an organizations’ capacity to improve their strategy 
for open and public engagement (Stinson & Evans, 2018, p. 43), we 
should be thinking about an important face of sustainability: conti-
nuity. If WIRs continue to be short residencies, how can we keep 
these “little fires” burning? In the next section, I hope to show how we 
addressed this matter in the Biblioteca Daniel Cosío Villegas (BDCV), 
and thus share some of the many ways we can keep our “flames” alight.

The BDCV Experience

In March 2017, when the BDCV’s dean Micaela Chávez and I decided 
to apply for a Wikimedia grant to hire a WIR we knew there had been 
no other residencies in Spanish-speaking academic libraries, and 
we wanted to build a plan not to be the last.4 The BDCV is the aca-
demic library of El Colegio de México in Mexico City, an institution 
of higher learning specializing in the humanities and social sciences. 
In March 2016 and August 2017, prior to the WIR experience, we had 
given Wikipedia workshops (Education/Countries/México .  .  ., 2019) 
and organized one edit-a-thon (Quiroa, 2017). These initiatives had 
started to catch the eye of other institutions (especially other librar-
ies) and they wanted us to give workshops and share documentation. 
Unfortunately, our daily tasks left us almost no time to do anything 
else, and that is when the idea came to us: what if we applied for a 
Wikimedia grant that could help us bring together the tools we needed 
to help others build their own “fireplace”?

In June  2017, we got one of the seven Offline Outreach Wikime-
dia grants (Johnson & Jue, 2017). The next month, we launched the call 
searching for a WIR (Biblioteca Daniel Cosío Villegas, 2017), and by Octo-
ber we had found the perfect candidate: Aidee Murrieta, a library student 
at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, who came to the job 
interview with handouts for everyone and a clear timeline for the project.

One year later, we were writing in our project’s final report about 
the more than 100 articles that were written in our events, the 600 
plus references our team added, the more than 300 elements created 
in Wikidata, the 13 workshops we conducted, the 4 edit-a-thons we 
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organized, and the 4 classes that integrated Wikipedia in their assign-
ments (Gutiérrez De la Torre, 2017). In this section, I will try to dissect 
the actions that led us to get those little fires burning, but moreover, the 
steps to build our own hearth.

Starting the Fire: Our First Spark #1Bib1Ref
The first step was to ensure that the Wiki project resonated with the 
BDCV librarians’ views and values. Murrieta and I  decided to start 
with #1Bib1Ref, an Ibero-American initiative that seeks to motivate 
librarians to add references to Wikipedia and thus enhance the quality 
of one of the most visited websites in the world. We decided to make 
this our first task for two main reasons: it did not require much tech-
nical knowledge, and it offered the BDCV the opportunity to interact 
with a community that is close both linguistically and culturally. The 
aftermath of this event seemed to indicate this was the right starting 
point: it lay the foundations of our first library-to-library liaison (with 
the University of Guadalajara’s Library Network), the tutorials that 
Aidee Murrieta prepared for the campaign were featured in one of the 
most famous librarian blogs in our region (infotecarios.com), our “call 
for action” is one of the most viewed #1Bib1Ref videos in YouTube 
(¿Cómo Participar En La Campaña #1BIB1REF?, 2018), and our work-
shop was viewed more than 340 times.

Moreover, it was exciting to see how our own team made this project 
their own in a proactive and creative manner. For example, reference 
librarian Máximo Domínguez devised a strategy for our social net-
works using the 1Bib1Ref logo. In one month, Domínguez’s strategy 
got 139 likes and 72 retweets (Twitter Search, 2018). Another reference 
librarian, Tomás Bocanegra, printed out of his own pocket stickers for 
the team and volunteered to run a Facebook group to answer questions 
from other librarians who wanted to join the movement. This group 
has, to date (November 2020), sixty-two members (#1Bib1Ref, n.d.).

To sum up, there were three factors that helped us light this first fire: 
our library dean’s support by integrating this activity into the library’s 
annual plan; having someone in charge of planning, documenting, and 
creating liaisons (in this case it was Aidee Murrieta and myself, but 

http://infotecarios.com
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other libraries could contact their local chapter or select people in their 
organization that could lead this initiative); and the right environment 
to let librarians creatively do what they do best: share.

Keeping the Fire Going: Leveraging Strengths and Collaborating
From what we have seen, many edit-a-thons are initiated by institutional 
perspectives, which can be powerful if the institution holds a collection 
many are passionate about, or a community that usually engages with 
these types of events. Since our main purpose was to engage our own 
library community and ensure the continuity of the project, we thought 
of a different strategy: find a sweet spot between the strengths of our 
collection, the research areas at our university, and the expertise of our 
librarians. Following WIR Kelly Doyle’s idea, that Wikipedia can be an 
attractive outlet for research-based activism (Doyle, 2017), we came up 
with three edit-a-thon subjects: Haciendo y deshaciendo el género [gen-
der issues], La lucha por la memoria [social movements], and De voz en 
voz [indigenous languages]. Each of them, led by librarians who built 
partnerships within El Colegio de México’s academic programs and 
other institutions. But more importantly, each one of them leveraged 
our teams’ strengths: Reference librarian, Camelia Romero—who is an 
expert in gender thesaurus (Romero Millán, 2017) and has cocreated a 
digital collection for the history of gender in Mexico (Cano & Romero 
Millán, 2020)—was in charge of the gender edit-a-thon. Among her 
activities, she was in charge of engaging the Gender Studies Program 
at El Colegio de México (COLMEX) and curating a selection of books 
and documents for the to-be-created articles.

Furthermore, this edit-a-thon would not have been possible 
without our collaborators: the Librosb4tipos Collective, which is 
devoted to disseminate the writings of woman authors; the Cole-
gio de Etnólogos y Antropólogos Sociales A.C. (CEAS, College 
of Ethnologists and Social Anthropologists), which has a special 
task force devoted to feminist anthropology; and the Institute of 
Ecology of the National Autonomous University of Mexico, which 
has a science outreach program devoted to sharing the research of 
women scientists. Librosb4tipos’s donated Jane Austen books that 



	 Beyond the Wikipedian-in-Residence, or How to Keep the Flame Burning � 185

were offered as a prize for participants (Librosb4tipos, 2019), and 
together with CEAS and the Institute of Ecology, we co-organized 
a rich round table with scientists, anthropologists, and sociologists 
to discuss gender, catholic feminism, feminist anthropology, and 
other fascinating subjects (see Mesa Redonda—Haciendo y Desha-
ciendo El Género, 2018).

In like manner, the indigenous languages edit-a-thon was organ-
ized by our university’s Center for Linguistics studies’ reference librar-
ian Israel Escobar, whose doctoral research explored variations on 
contemporary Nahuatl writing (Escobar Farfán, 2019). Among other 
things, he was in charge of reactivating our institutional connections 
with the Summer Institute of Linguistics, the Nanginá Research and 
Intercultural Services Cabinet, and Mexico’s Wikimedia Chapter (see 
figure  4, left). Like in the previous example, this edit-a-thon would 
not have been the same without the community support provided by 
Mixtec activist Verónica Aguilar who partnered with the craft binder  

Figure 4  Official poster for the indigenous languages at the BDCV (left) and 
press-printed poster by Ombligo del Libro. One poster with a digital image and 
information event; the other with press-printed letters.
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and printer Ombligo del Libro and donated a wonderful design and 
press-printed poster featuring the word “voice” translated into several 
indigenous languages (see figure 4, right).

The same can be said for the social movements edit-a-thon, for 
which reference librarian Máximo R. Domínguez created a collabo-
ration with the Colegio Nacional de Bibliotecarios [National College 
of Librarians] and the Library Services Unit of the University of Gua-
dalajara, in order to both organize a book and poster exhibition of the 
Mexican Movement of 1968 and print commemorative stickers and 
T-shirts for participants and reproductions of the aforementioned 
posters that were offered as gifts for contributors (Biblioteca Colmex, 
2018). I would like to underline that strengths can also mean passions. 
For instance, every year since 2017, my colleague Tomás Bocanegra 
writes reviews about Queer culture books in our library’s blog Amon-
tonamos las palabras (Bocanegra Esqueda, 2017). This year, in 2021, 
he will organize an edit-a-thon with different NGOs in Mexico City 
around this subject.

Building Fireplaces
Keep your Fireplace Simple: The MVP Approach

A minimum viable product (MVP) can be defined as “that version of a 
new product which allows a team to collect the maximum amount of 
validated learning about customers with the least effort” (Ries, 2011). 
The MVP is not a prototype but rather a functionable yet simple prod-
uct that allows a development team to collect information about its 
creation using the least amount of time, money, and effort possible, 
in order to later have those resources to iterate new and better ver-
sions based on experience and not just hypotheses. In my department 
at the BDCV, Coordinación de Innovación Digital, one of our regular 
tasks is to provide innovative solutions. Innovation is risky. It is hard 
to know if a new idea will have the impact one hopes, especially since 
many factors tend to be at play (budget, community acceptance, tech-
nical difficulties, etc.). The MVP approach has been extremely useful 
in this framework, and the BDCV’s Wikimedia engagement’s continu-
ity plan was no exception. Thus, for 2019 we integrated only two Wiki 
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activities to our annual plan: participating in the #1Bib1Ref campaign 
and organizing one edit-a-thon. We wanted to test three aspects: eval-
uate the fitness of our human and material resources to fulfill these 
tasks without Murrieta’s assistance, the aptness of the documentation 
we had created with our WIR’s help, and get feedback from both our 
colleagues and the community for our next iteration.

Regarding the first aspect, we learned that not only our resources 
were sufficient but also that the liaisons forged during our WIR’s resi-
dency continued to enrich our assets. Additionally, we found out that 
if our goals were kept simple but also creative, we could achieve more 
with less. For instance, in the 2019 and 2020 iteration of #1Bib1Ref 
we set an “MVP” goal for our campaign (i.e. adding five citations per 
librarian) but also updated a collaborative spreadsheet of contributions 
with our weekly contributions. This was a great way of both ensuring 
an achievable goal and promoting a healthy competition. The result 
was that in 2020, two years after our first #1Bib1Ref training, BDCV 
librarians contributed one-quarter (n = 309) of the references of that 
year’s campaign (Gutiérrez De la Torre, 2020b). Since the second and 
the third aspect (documentation and feedback) are not directly related 
to the MVP approach, I will treat them in the following two sections.

Getting your Briquettes Ready: Documentation

In all of our events, Murrieta was key in documenting three types of 
records: editable files for our recurrent events (publicity or bureau-
cratic procedures); checklists for crucial actions; and “how-to” tutorials 
(for instance, how to insert a manual reference in a Wikipedia article). 
As for the editable files, they can be summarized as follows:

1.	 A folder in our institution’s shared storing space (SharePoint 
Teams) with all the materials we need. We established different 
subfolders for each campaign, so, for instance, in the #1Bib1Ref 
folder we have the collaborative spreadsheet in which we regis-
ter our #1Bib1Ref contributions.

2.	 E-mail templates for the reminders we send every year before 
the campaign starts.
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3.	 A list of tools that the #1Bib1Ref coordinator can use to iden-
tify Wikipedia articles that are susceptible of improvement 
(PetScan, CitationHunt).

4.	 Tutorials with the most important steps to find articles that 
need citations and how to add them.

5.	 Poster and social media image templates with the campaign’s 
logo.

6.	 A curated Zotero collection in which we have a list of useful 
material in our collection that can be used as source for the 
edit-a-thons. This list is especially useful since it includes each 
materials’ call number and it makes them easier to retrieve (see 
figure 5).

This checklist was created after our first edit-a-thon, and it has 
been fine-tuned after each edit-a-thon (Murrieta et  al., 2018). This 
tool, together with our manuals collection, has proven extremely 
useful in minimizing time needed for planning and assessing, and 
enabling the continuity of these type of events. The checklist contains 
every aspect of the event from how to book the snack room (which 
we use in our edit-a-thon breaks) to how to ask for dedicated Wi-Fi 
(which one may need if too many people attend your Wikipedia edit-
ing event).

Figure 5  Screenshot showing the Zotero curated list of bibliographic material for 
the gender edit-a-thon. 
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Finally, a few remarks about our “how-to” tutorials. Murrieta and 
I created these based on recurrent questions we received during our 
workshops such as: how to start an account, how to add a reference, 
how to upload an image. Many of these skills were already available in 
video form (Wikimedia Argentina, 2017); however, during our edit-
a-thons, some of our older participants expressed the need to have 
those instructions printed out or as a still image so that they could 
come back to them in a format they felt more comfortable with. Ini-
tially, in our grant’s plan proposal, we had thought about creating an 
offline publishing booklet with these materials (Gutiérrez De la Torre, 
2017). However, given the richness of formats (webinars, slides, video 
tutorials, manuals, etc.) that had been created by the Spanish-speaking 
Wikimedia community, we thought about another strategy. Why not 
curate these resources (which had been shared with Creative Com-
mons licenses) in an online digital collection? With a metadata librar-
ian mindset and powered by an open-source content management 
system (Omeka), we launched Wikipedia y Bibliotecas (https://wiki-
bibliotecas.colmex.mx/). Apart from the traditional metadata search 
options, developer Jaime Cisneros and I created several entry points 
for the collection: Keyword tag clouds, subject indexes, and collections 
organized by format (slide presentations, cheat sheets, webinars, or 
video tutorials). We also included a map of Wikibrarians. As the name 
suggests, this section includes an interactive map with the names and 
contact forms of librarians from Latin America who are already collab-
orating within the Wikimedia universe so that they can be reached by 
potential collaborators.

A Fireplace Guard: Feedback

In May  2020, I  conducted two in-depth, follow-up interviews with 
volunteer BDCV colleagues about the residency. In her interview, 
Claudia Escobar discussed her motives in joining the Wiki movement: 
one of these incentives was the fact that in our country there aren’t 
enough librarians5 and participating in Wikipedia is a way of amplify-
ing our work by sharing what we do (whether it is curated information 
as bibliographies, Wikipedia workshops to teach critical information 

https://wikibibliotecas.colmex.mx/
https://wikibibliotecas.colmex.mx/
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literacy, or participating in #1Bib1Ref initiatives in order to make arti-
cles more reliable). Camelia Romero, however, raised some interesting 
issues regarding the lack of information about how Wikipedia readers 
actually read the information we create.6 She also questioned the lack 
of a consistent criterion behind protected pages (Protection Policy, 
2020) and pointed out a troubling pattern for accepted and rejected 
edits in gender-related articles: many gender-related articles are “pro-
tected pages” that cannot be edited. Romero suggested that we should 
analyze which type of edits are accepted and which ones are rejected to 
better guide edit-a-thon participants.

Finally, event participants raised interesting questions that pro-
vided a humbling perspective on Wikipedia as an open-access, public- 
knowledge project. Mixe activist Tajëëw B. Díaz Roble expressed that 
for some indigenous people who are dealing with invasive resource 
extraction companies and forced displacement of their communities, 
editing Wikipedia is not always a priority. As a librarian, we often 
wish to use our privilege as a platform to write about these subjects. 
However, the “nothing about us without us” slogan has also made me 
rethink how Wikipedia, despite being a powerful tool to communicate 
to a part of the world—that part that has Internet access, technological 
devices, electricity, written knowledge culture, and proficiency in one 
of the Wikipedia Languages—well, it is just a part of the world. More-
over, even if people who belong to that part of the world can use Wiki-
pedia, they may not necessarily want or need to communicate that way. 
In other words, to unlearn the unquestioned urgency (and illusion) of 
global impact. In November 2019, for example, the BDCV created a 
series of workshops for public libraries in Mexico City. One of them 
was about Wikipedia, and Claudia Escobar and I were in charge of it. 
We created a round of presentations where we asked participants to 
talk about their responsibilities in their library expecting to use those 
answers as a bridge between their activities and the Wikimedia Foun-
dation’s mission: “to empower and engage people around the world to 
collect and develop educational content under a free license” (Wiki-
media Foundation, 2018). But then the answers came: painting furni-
ture and fixing the light were not uncommon activities. Later, in what  
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became almost a cathartic session, we learned how some of the par-
ticipants have to close their library earlier in the day during the win-
ter months because they have no electricity—let alone computers or 
Internet. Yet, without electricity, computers, or Internet, these librar-
ians “collect and develop educational content” and they are in their 
own right a “fireplace” around which so many children have found 
not only knowledge but also warmth. In sum, feedback sessions, both 
with colleagues and with participants, can help to create better events 
(i.e., adjusting workshops with gender-specific Wikipedia issues) and 
to identify strategies and tools relevant to the communities they will 
bring light to.

Final Remarks

As a student attending a state university in a country where all major 
bureaucratic, productive, and cultural units are around the capital city, 
Wikipedia changed the opportunities I had to access knowledge. For 
this reason, I have tried to give back to this amazing project and share 
the power I have had the privilege to cultivate. Working in an academic 
library, I have been able to fulfill this sense of purpose, thanks to the 
open hearts and minds of my university’s authorities and my col-
leagues who have supported and broadened the Wikipedia initiative 
in our library. More importantly, I have had the privilege to encounter 
others who fulfill this mission in other ways, and who have allowed 
me to understand the multiplicity of platforms from which we can 
reach the goal of open knowledge. I would like to finish this chapter 
with a photograph that illustrates these final thoughts (see figure 6). 
This photograph was uploaded to Wikimedia Commons during the 
Movimientos Sociales edit-a-thon. In it one can see people of differ-
ent ages burning paper to illuminate the night of the 1968 protests in 
Mexico. I imagine some of them were using newspapers, others an old 
magazine. But that does not matter, because their faces are all lit. In a 
similar way, I believe it is less important which tools we choose to light 
up our “fires.” What matters is that if we understand librarianship as 
an opportunity to share the privilege of knowledge some of us have,  
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as an opportunity to create safe spaces for conversations and facilitate 
access and discovery, we must build our “hearth.” We need it, because, 
as many have shouted with hope, “if we don’t burn together, who will 
light this darkness?”

Notes
	1	 The Wikidata Query can be retrieved here: https://tinyurl.com/

y3a68vmo.
	2	 For more information on how the data was cleaned as well as a complete 

file with the changes, please go to the released data in Zenodo (Gutiérrez De 
la Torre, 2020a).

	3	 This information can be found both in WQ and MGW.
	4	 Bear in mind that there have been other collaborations with libraries that 

have not been officially named as WIRs (i.e., Wikimedia Argentina, 2020) but 
have been declared as a WIR elsewhere (see Horvat, 2019).

Figure 6  Students holding hands and burning a newspaper during the demon-
strations of the Student Movement in Mexico City, October 1968. Image donated 
by photographer Héctor Gallardo (CC-BY-4.0) during the Social Movements 
Edit-a-thon. A 1968 picture of people in a protest in Mexico City, some holding 
hands, some holding burning pieces of paper.

https://tinyurl.com/y3a68vmo
https://tinyurl.com/y3a68vmo
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	5	 According to a 1995 study, from 1990 until 1992 only twenty-five librari-
ans nationwide had defended their bachelor’s thesis (Brito et al., 2013, p. 154)

	6	 Until 2014, there was no literature focused on the readers of Wikipedia 
and other aspects of its readership (Okoli et al., 2014), although some studies 
have followed there has not been any studying the Mexican case.
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Abstract

The University of Edinburgh was the first UK university to employ a Wikimedian- 
in-Residence (WiR) to support students and staff across the whole university. 
Over the last five years, the project aimed to develop information literacy and dig-
ital research skills and to address the gender disparity of editors and participants 
in the community. The project has demonstrated the University of Edinburgh’s 
commitment to foster staff and student engagement as active digital citizens of 
the world and was awarded the 2019 Herald Higher Education Award for “Inno-
vative Use of Technology in the Curriculum.”

The residency also focuses on addressing the content on gender gaps and 
improving coverage of women in science, technology, engineering, and mathe-
matics (STEM). Our first Wikipedia edit-a-thon in 2015 was based on “the Edin-
burgh Seven”—the first women to study medicine at the University. The WiR 
collaborated with the University archives team to develop an exhibit celebrating 
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Scotland’s Suffragettes and facilitated a student internship that was awarded the 
Digital Humanities Award for Best Data Visualization 2019 for the Wikidata Map 
of Accused Witches in Scotland.

This chapter will showcase stories of student engagement and collabora-
tion inside and outside the curriculum, providing exemplars of how students 
have engaged with, and been intrinsically motivated by, researching and pub-
lishing their scholarship online in a real-world application of their learning. 
This chapter will also outline why employing a Wikimedian-in-Residence, 
alongside other learning technologists and digital skills trainers, is a worth-
while return of investment for universities.

Keywords

University of Edinburgh, Wikimedian-in-Residence, Gender gap, Digital 
skills, Information literacy.

So [in Wikipedia] we’ve created the greatest creation of the 21st century and 
we talk about open, we talk about open a lot. And yet, we’ve created a place 
where a group of people, who are not a minority . . . Hands up anyone who has 
met a woman? Any in their families? . . . Wikipedia seemed such an amazing 
opportunity to democratise information and for everyone to participate but 
we’re already at a place where we’ve created a place where women are choosing 
not to spend time or contribute . . . We need to be doing more. (Highton, 
2015)

Introduction

Founded in 1582, the University of Edinburgh is one of Scotland’s 
ancient universities and the sixth oldest in the English-speaking world. 
Its mission is the creation, dissemination and curation of knowledge 
and it aims to make a “significant, sustainable and socially responsible 
contribution to Scotland, the UK and the world” (Vision and Mission, 
2016)

In 2014, a national debate was taking place in Scotland about how 
to make a fairer, better, more inclusive society in the run up to the 
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referendum on Scottish independence (Libby Brooks, 2014). This was 
also the year that the students’ association encouraged the Universi-
ty’s senior managers to explore how learning materials could be made 
open, not only for students within the university but across Scotland 
and the wider world. Student engagement and co-creation have been 
fundamental aspects of open education resources (OERs) work at the 
University of Edinburgh ever since.

Open Edinburgh

The University’s OER vision, championed by Assistant Principal for 
Online Learning, Dr. Melissa Highton, sought to meet the modern- 
day challenges the university faced in terms of scale, sustainability, 
and reuse. This vision was backed by an OER policy (approved by 
the Senate Learning and Teaching Committee in 2015) which artic-
ulates that the creation of open knowledge and open educational 
resources is fully in keeping with the institutional vision, purpose 
and values—“to discover knowledge and make the world a better 
place, while ensuring that our teaching and research is diverse, inclu-
sive, accessible to all and relevant to society” (About  – Open.Ed, 
2016). To implement the OER policy, a new OER Service was created 
to help advise and support academic colleagues, along with the role 
of Wikimedian-in-Residence, to further embed open practice at the 
university.

“You Can’t Afford Not To”

The value proposition for the new OER policy had to be something 
that senior managers could say “yes” to. One of the most compelling 
reasons for investing in open educational resources at the institutional 
level is the concept of “copyright debt” (Highton, 2015). This concept 
looked at creating and using OERs as an important way to ensure lon-
gevity of access to course materials, which can benefit staff, students 
and the university itself. The reason being that if you don’t get the 
licensing right first-time round, it will cost more to fix it further down 
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the line. And the cost and reputational risk to the university could be 
significant if copyright is breached.

Senior managers also have budget lines earmarked to support 
key institutional commitments, so the Wikimedian-in-Residence 
role  was closely aligned with these. Employing a Wikimedian 
therefore represented value for money for the University as there 
would be a manifest return of investment. The reason being that 
the kind of activities Wikimedians support are ones which evi
dence institutional commitment to a multitude of the key pri
orities currently challenging the UK higher education sector. 
Namely, supporting the information literacy and digital skills 
needs of staff and students and meeting strategic commitments 
to open knowledge, open science and gender equality (Gender 
Equality, 2020).

Promoting Knowledge Equity and Twenty-
First-Century Skills

Hosting a Wikimedian at the university is a vehicle to deliver on these 
commitments and to promote knowledge equity, through sharing 
“histories and perspectives that may have been excluded by structures 
of power and privilege” (Wikimedia, Promoting Knowledge Equity, 
2020).

In 2014, biographies about women on English Wikipedia, 
the largest OER in human history, stood at a mere 15.53  percent 
(Mathewson, 2020). Surveys have indicated that only 15–20 percent 
of editors are female with one particular 2011 survey suggesting that 
around 91.5 percent of editors were male (Balch, 2019; Wikimedia, 
2011). The residency was a way to inspire women through celebrat-
ing women role models and making them visible on Wikipedia, the 
most public of digital platforms, and to recruit a diversity of Wiki-
pedia editors to help address content that was skewed or less than 
fulsome. A  way to “do more.” Particularly where Edinburgh had a 
rich story to tell.
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The Edinburgh Seven

The very first University of Edinburgh Wikipedia editing event, or edit-
a-thon, took place in February 2015, with the aim of increasing female 
involvement in Wikipedia editing. Melissa Highton was interested to see 
how colleagues would take to these editing events, what their impact 
could be, and whether they could support teaching and learning.

The theme was “Women in Science and Scottish History” (Women, 
Science and Scottish History editathon series, 2015), and the event 
ran over four days, with visiting Wikimedian-in-Residence, Dr. Ally 
Crockford from the National Library of Scotland and Dr. Sara Thomas 
from Museums and Galleries Scotland. They facilitated the training of 
new editors to create Wikipedia pages about “the Edinburgh Seven.” 
Led by Sophia Jex-Blake, the Edinburgh Seven were the first group of 
matriculated undergraduate female students at any British university 
when they began studying medicine in 1869. This theme was appo-
site in that it allowed participants to consider both the culture of the 
University, then and now, and the culture of Wikipedia—in terms of 
women “breaking into an area where they weren’t welcome” (Highton, 
2015). Beyond this, participants had to consider how to tell this story 
for a global audience; how best to honor the struggle of the Edinburgh 

Figure 1  The Edinburgh edit-a-thon, February 2015. (McAndrew, 2019).
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Seven and their refusal to accept the stories they were told—that uni-
versity education was not for women. And how to communicate their 
legacy and the positive strides made since; where female undergrad-
uates now form the majority enrolled at the University of Edinburgh 
(University factsheet, 2020).

Participants came together at the university’s Appleton Tower and 
were guided each day to create, improve, and illustrate pages on Wikipe-
dia with a focus on people and places relating to Edinburgh’s role in the 
history of medicine. Professor Allison Littlejohn helped evaluate what 
was happening during the Edinburgh edit-a-thon and her published 
research revealed there was formal and informal learning occurring at 
these editing events, contributing to the formation of networks of prac-
tice and social capital (Rehm et al., 2018). Participants considered the 
edit-a-thon an important part of their professional development and 
workplace learning of digital skills. A second paper examined the process 
of becoming a Wikipedia editor through quasi-ethnographic interviews 
with edit-a-thon participants (Hood & Littlejohn, 2018). Bringing these 
stories to light was seen by participants as a form of knowledge activism. 
Particularly, in addressing areas of underrepresentation, as there was a 
realization among participants that when learning becomes personal it 
triggers forms of agency (Littlejohn, 2019).

Balance for Better—The Edinburgh Residency

If you put your Wikimedian alongside your digital skill trainers and learning 
technologists, their impact can be significant.

—Melissa Highton, February 2017.

Professor Littlejohn’s research evidence from the Edinburgh Seven 
edit-a-thon helped cement the business case for hosting a Wikimedian- 
in-Residence to support staff and students across the institution as part 
of the university’s digital skills agenda. The residency commenced in 
January 2016 and was immediately positioned as a centrally available 
resource within the Information Services Group (ISG), a converged 
library and information technology service, which acts to support the 
work of the University’s three teaching colleges.
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The resident, Ewan McAndrew, worked with course teams to quickly 
generate real examples of technology-enhanced learning activities appro-
priate to the curriculum. As a result, students in a variety of disciplines 
benefit from learning new digital and information literacy skills appro-
priate for the modern graduate. The published outputs of their learning 
have an immediate public impact in addressing the diversity of editors and 
diversity of content shared online. For example, World Christianity post-
graduate students wrote new pages about women in religion and on topics 
such as Asian Feminist Theology, and Reproductive Biology undergradu-
ate students, where each year ~90 percent of the cohort are female, worked 
collaboratively to create missing articles related to reproductive health.

Many of the training workshops facilitated by the residency 
focused on addressing underrepresentation of topics on Wikipedia 
and encouraging more women to become editors. Student societies 
have been motivated to initiate collaborations with the residency and 
have designed and lead edit-a-thon events focused on such topics 
as Women in Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM), 
LGBT+ History Month, Black History Month, Mental Health Week, 
and Edinburgh’s global alumni.

Between 2016 and 2020, the residency has worked with over a dozen 
course programs, facilitated over 200 training workshops along with 100 
edit-a-thon events celebrating: International Women’s Day; Ada Lovelace 
Day; Gothic Writers; Feminist Writers; Women Architects; Contempo-
rary Scottish Artists, Scottish women authors; Women in Anthropology, 
Women in Chemistry, Women in Law and Global Health; Women in 
Engineering; and Women in Espionage. A thousand students and 500 
staff have now been trained to edit Wikipedia, with an estimated 3,500 
articles created and improved. Stories that may not have been shared 
otherwise are now discoverable and being read, added to and improved, 
as OERs shared with the world for the benefit of all.

Women in Red Workshops

Wikipedia has a gender problem. In considering the diversity of edi-
tors and content, “the “overwhelming majority of contributors are 
male” and the vast majority of biographies (81  percent on English 
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Wikipedia) are about men (Ford & Wajcman, 2017). This means there 
is clear gender bias in terms of the stories being disseminated online, 
the choices being made in their creation and curation and who is writ-
ing these stories (Allen, 2020).

Yet, 69 percent of participating editors at the University of Edin-
burgh have been women, demonstrating that Wikipedia editing does 
not have to be the preserve of “white, college-educated males” (Wiki-
media, 2011). Addressing systemic bias and underrepresentation 
online has consistently been a key motivator for staff and students 
at the University—working toward building a fairer, more inclusive 
Internet and society.

The residency has facilitated monthly “Wiki Women in Red” 
workshops for the last four years and created a supportive setting 
where students and staff can come together to learn a new digital skill. 
Attendees research a notable woman not yet represented with a page 
on Wikipedia (a red hyperlinked article title on Wikipedia indicates 
people or topics without a Wikipedia page . . . yet), then apply their  
new skills by turning this red link “blue” through writing and publish
ing a brand-new page as a blue clickable link as a tangible outcome 
they can be proud of. As a result of the success of this approach, Wiki-
pedia Women in Red edit-a-thons are now included in the Universi‑ 
ty’s Athena Scientific Women’s Academic Network (SWAN) charter  
plan to highlight female achievement in science, technology, engineer‑ 
ing, and mathematics (STEM) to encourage and inspire new STEM 
careers.

The Map of Accused Witches in Scotland

The Data Visualization Internship was  organized  through Equate 
Scotland Careerwise—an initiative that arranges paid placements in 
industry for women working in STEM subjects. Geography under-
graduate Emma Carroll spent three months working with the resi-
dency, learning new digital and data literacy skills, in order to add 
coordinate positions for all the locations cataloged in the landmark 
Survey of Scottish Witchcraft database to Wikidata (The University 
of Edinburgh, 2003).
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Figure 2  Screengrab of the Wikidata-driven map of accused witches in Scotland. 
University of Edinburgh, CC-BY-SA Available at: witches.is.ed.ac.uk.

At project completion, the places of residence for 3,141 men and 
women accused of witchcraft in Scotland (85 percent of them women) 
were geolocated on a Wikidata-driven map website so that anyone in 
Scotland can find out about the accusations of witchcraft that hap-
pened near them. The map succeeds in highlighting the sheer scale and 
intensity of the Scottish witch hunts to a modern audience, as well as 
in localizing and humanizing the individual stories of the women who 
were persecuted. Additionally, “Women in Red” editors at the Univer-
sity created pages for over  twenty notable women accused of witch-
craft in Scotland. One of which includes Lilias Adie, the only accused 
witch in Scotland for whom we can put a face to, thanks to forensic 
artists at the University of Dundee digitally reconstructing her face and 
then sharing this image to her newly created Wikipedia page (Younger, 
2017).

Since the map website launched in September 2019, this project has 
gained worldwide media coverage, stimulating interest in these stories 
and Emma has since presented on her work at the second “Remember-
ing Scotland’s Accused Witches Conference” in November 2020. The 
conference is part of growing grassroots movement to memorialize 
what happened to these women and the Wikidata map is viewed as an 
important resource in furthering this aim and for uncovering more of 
these women’s stories.

http://witches.is.ed.ac.uk
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Scotland’s Suffragettes

In recognition of the centennial celebration of the Representation of 
the People Act of 1918, which ensured the right to vote for  women 
who were over thirty and met minimum property qualifications, the 
resident facilitated three Wikipedia editing events for the university’s 
Festival of Creative Learning, International Women’s Day, and Pro-
cessions 2018. Participants researched, published, and illustrated new 
Wikipedia articles about Scotland’s suffragettes. These newly published 
open educational resources are an act of solidarity and celebration so 
that the stories of these extraordinary women’s contributions to wom-
en’s suffrage will be read, added to, and remembered.

In total, staff and student volunteer editors surfaced 34 new biogra-
phy articles on Wikipedia about Scotland’s suffragettes and improved 
220 more articles so that people could discover all about the important 
contributions these women made in the fight for women’s suffrage, indi-
vidually and collectively. Images of these women help make their stories 
more impactful, more real, and more human. Editors identified images 
and contacted libraries, archives, and museums to ask if they would 
consider sharing these images openly as a gift to the cultural commons. 
Many were only too happy to help illustrate these new pages, and, by 
extension, help bring these stories to a modern audience through the 
creation of a new interactive timeline of women’s suffrage in Scotland.

An Interactive Timeline of Women’s Suffrage

A hybrid exhibition, showcasing both digital and physical artifacts, was 
created by the residency in collaboration with the Library and University 
Collections team in November 2018. The exhibition unveiled a bespoke 
Histropedia digital timeline of women’s suffrage in Scotland (Vote 100—
Histropedia Timelines, 2018) allowing the newly created Wikipedia 
pages on Scotland’s suffragettes to be explored collectively via an inter-
active website, accessible online and on a smart table in the library foyer.

The physical artifacts illustrated how some of the Univer-
sity of Edinburgh’s first female graduates advocated for equal 
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enfranchisement in the United Kingdom and focused on the three 
students who demonstrated at the House of Lords in November of 
1908: Chrystal MacMillan, Margaret Nairn, and Frances Simson 
(University of Edinburgh’s suffragettes fight for the right to vote, 
2018). The exhibition was praised by Students Association vice pres-
ident for education, Diva Mukherji, who connected this historical 
event to the present moment when speaking about how inspiring the 
women were for students today, showing that students had fought for 
their rights and for equality.

New navigation templates (figure 3) have also been created to pull 
all these women’s stories together so that when reading about one of 
Scotland’s suffragettes, it is also possible to navigate easily to other 
related stories, through hyperlinks grouped and organized in a box at 
the foot of the page. So that all these stories can be more easily dis-
covered, navigation boxes were also created and added to each of the 
Edinburgh Seven’s pages, every page about an accused witch in Scot-
land and all nineteen of the extraordinary women chemists who peti-
tioned the Chemical Society for Fellowship in 1904.

Figure 3  Screengrab of the women’s suffrage in Scotland Navbox, specially 
created to add at the foot of each of the Scottish suffragette’s Wikipedia pages. 
CC-BY-SA.
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Conclusion

Representation matters. Learning about these stories matters. Gaps in 
our shared knowledge excludes the vitally important contributions of 
many within our community. Universities can help remove barriers 
and kick open more doors. They have access to knowledge and infor-
mation and, with that, an ethical responsibility to share that knowl
edge for the greater good. These edit-a-thons, or ‘diversithons’, are one 
way to start nudging the door open.

Diversity matters because gender inequality in science and technol
ogy is all too real (Women in STEM | Percentages of Women in STEM 
Statistics, 2021). Increasing the visibility and diversity of topics and 
inspirational role models online can not only encourage more into 
STEM careers but also help inform and shape our physical environ-
ments to be more inclusive spaces.

Meanings are projected not just by the buildings themselves, but by how 
they are furnished and decorated. And where almost every image—portrait,  
photograph, statue—of academic achievement and leadership is masculine 
(and nearly always white middle-aged), the meaning is clear: to be a suc-
cessful leader, gender and ethnicity matter. (Spiller & Moffat, 2017)

The Edinburgh Seven have now finally been awarded their degrees 
posthumously at a special ceremony (Edinburgh gives female medi-
cal students their degrees—150 years late, 2019). A blue plaque was 
erected, marking the Seven’s rightful place in history. It’s impossible 
to know exactly how many people have walked past it, or stopped to 
read it. But we know their Wikipedia pages are being found, with over 
78,000 page views for Sophia Jex-Blake’s page and 52,000 page views 
for the Edinburgh Seven page.

While there is no known image of all seven women together, a new 
portrait by photographer Laurence Winram (figure 4) has been com-
missioned by the University of Edinburgh’s Medical School, which 
now hangs in its Sophia Jex-Blake common room, to commemorate 
them. The new portrait draws inspiration also from the present-day 
students featured in the portrait, who collected the posthumous 
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Figure 4  The Edinburgh Seven. A  reimagining of a Rembrandt painting 
from 1632 called “The Anatomy Lesson of Nicolaes Tulp.” Those featured 
are the students who collected the posthumous degrees on the Seven’s behalf: 
Simran Piya, Megan Cameron, Ella Crowther, Caitlyn Taylor, Izzie Dighero, 
Mei Yen Liew, Sorna Paramananthan, Liam Parkinson—cadaver, and Alethea 
Kelsey—teacher. Photographer Laurence Winram. Copyright University of 
Edinburgh.

degrees on the Seven’s behalf and who are now forging their own 
careers in medicine.

Their acts opened up a door to a university education which remains open 
for thousands of students today. (Kelly, 2019)

There is something very “real and tangibly useful” in doing this 
work and surfacing these women’s stories, something that remains 
after the publishing of a page (Seery, 2017). There’s a lasting sense of 
pride, satisfaction, and achievement that these stories are out there in 
the world. And that others will discover them, learn from them, be 
provoked by them. These pages will have a life of their own as OERs 
released into the world and will grow, change, and spark ideas. They 
may very well even outlive us.
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The lives and contributions of extraordinary women are recorded 
in various sources. It’s about choosing to write their stories on Wiki-
pedia. There is a labor to this work, undoubtedly. But it’s worthwhile 
work. And while the size of the challenge is massive, we have the num-
bers to rise to it—Wikipedia is a website that anyone can edit after 
all—but only if we choose to undertake and value this work. And only 
if we acknowledge that committing to equality and diversity is a col-
lective responsibility we all should shoulder. It isn’t only for women to 
write about the women who came before them. And we shouldn’t have 
to wait 150 years to remember extraordinary women either. There are 
brilliant women doing brilliant work today. Extraordinary stories to be 
told and learn from today.

So many are entirely absent from our search results and we could 
do more to challenge and combat this. Women are not a minority and 
we can’t accept the paucity of stories and role models currently availa-
ble online that try to tell us that message. We can change the way sto-
ries are told and make different, better choices. We can empower new 
content creators, create new heroes, and inspire readers all around the 
world. Gender equality should be a key institutional commitment and 
a Wikimedian placed alongside your digital skills trainers and learning 
technologists is a tangible and impactful way of demonstrating this 
commitment.

Universities have privileged access to knowledge and can play a piv-
otal role in choosing to value this work. It is a choice after all. Work 
that could and should be prioritized, funded, and facilitated. These sto-
ries of pioneering women are too important to remain hidden. Search 
is the way we now live (Hillis, Petit and Jarrett, 2012) and what is right 
or wrong or missing on Wikipedia affects the entire internet (Wade-
witz, 2014). Given Wikipedia’s undoubted reach and influence, the 
importance of encouraging a diversity of editors to engage with Wiki-
pedia editing is crucial in terms of increasing the visibility of female 
role models online to, in turn, encourage, inspire and empower the 
next generation of dangerous women who can continue to kick doors 
open and shape our world for the better.
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Introduction

A Wikimedian used to be an easy shorthand for the community of 
editors who created and expanded the online encyclopedia, Wikipedia. 
Today we’ve seen the Wiki “universe” expand to encompass a variety of 
interrelated projects and a growing understanding that a Wikimedian 
is anyone who engages with the encyclopedia in a critical self-reflexive  
frame, which includes a much wider community than before. As aca-
demic readers and users we must take ownership of our role and rela-
tionship to Wikipedia to see that we are all members of this online 
community and equally complicit in its construction.

Creating a Wikimedian-in-Residence (WIR) program is one way a 
library can engage with this online community but is far from a one-
size-fits-all experience. What the resident will do and how the program 
is set up depend on many factors including institutional priorities, 
funding options, community expectations, and existing programming.

To better understand the role of a WIR in an academic library and 
to look at the institutional factors that shaped the residencies, we inter-
viewed colleagues at two different Canadian academic libraries with 
recent WIR programs and used our experiences to complete three 
descriptive case studies.

In this chapter, we cover each residency, including its achievements 
and the factors that shaped it. From these three experiences, we pulled 
out some of the common questions that should be considered when 
thinking about how to engage in a successful WIR program. The goal 
is to act as an introduction to the topic of WIR and illustrate what these 
positions can look like at different academic libraries, with the hope that 
this will guide others to create their own successful WIR programs.

What Is a WIR
Over the past ten years, WIR positions have become a popular way to 
establish collaborative working relationships with the larger Wikimedia 
community in an effort to increase the quality and quantity of content 
across Wikimedia projects. Some WIRs focus on content creation using 
library resources, which could be editing Wikipedia articles or upload-
ing digitized public domain content to Wikicommons. Other activities 
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Figure 1  Sample Wikimedian-in-Residence scope diagram.

could include organizing events and training sessions to help facilitate 
contributions. These training sessions might cover Wikipedia editing 
generally or explore how information in Wikimedia projects is created, 
contested, and disseminated online. Having a Wikimedian who is famil-
iar with the Wikipedia editorial processes can provide a range of oppor-
tunities on who to engage within the Wikimedia community.

With more than 175 self-reported residencies on the WIR Wikime-
dia Meta page, there are no shortage of examples for what a position 
could look like. Some positions are paid, as in our example case stud-
ies, while others are volunteer positions, tied to earning class credit or 
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incorporated into existing position duties. The interactive timeline of 
all WIRs listed in Wikidata featured on figure 2 is an excellent visual 
tool to illustrate the diversity of WIR positions worldwide.

Resources

A variety of community guides already exist to help institutions create 
a WIR position. There is an excellent starting page on the Wikime-
dia Meta-Wiki titled “Creating a Wikimedian in Residence position” 
(2020), which outlines everything from the variety of roles a WIR can 
take on to the steps in getting started. Once a WIR has been estab-
lished, the “Wikimedians in Residence Exchange Network” (2020) ” 
can provide peer-to-peer support for organizations and individuals 
engaged in sharing open knowledge in the Wikimedia platform.

Three Case Studies

Given the myriad of WIR examples, those new to the Wikimedia com-
munity can find it difficult to understand which one might be the best 

Figure 2  Screenshot of an interactive timeline of Wikimedian-in-Residence posi-
tions to illustrate the breadth of positions.
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model for a specific institution. At the University of Alberta Library, 
when we first proposed the position, we were fortunate enough to be 
able to reach out to our colleagues at the University of Toronto Librar-
ies and Concordia Library to learn from them about how best to set up 
the position. This chapter represents an extension and formalization of 
those early conversations.

These case studies are similar in that they are situated in a specific 
cultural context of publicly funded Canadian academic libraries, but 
each had a different approach. To compile these case studies, we inter-
viewed both the supervising librarian and the WIR and asked them to 
reflect on how the position got started, what they focused on, and the 
impact they felt both personally and institutionally.

University of Toronto Libraries

The University of Toronto Libraries is one of the largest academic 
library systems in Canada with more than forty libraries spread over 
three campuses (About | University of Toronto, n.d) and is located in 
Canada’s largest city. There were existing pockets of Wikipedia work 
already happening in the library around campaigns like #1lib1ref. This 
precedent gave Jesse Carliner, communications librarian in the Chief 
Librarian’s Office, an opportunity to approach the chief librarian about 
creating the WIR position. Carliner positioned the residency as part 
of the conversation around promoting special collections, arguing, 
“Students are going to Wikipedia articles to find resources, so that’s 
where we need to be!” (personal communication, August 17, 2020). 
Because of the library’s unionized environment, the role was created as 
a student library assistant position and advertised in the regular hiring 
channels, like the Library Website and listservs. In September 2018, 
the University of Toronto Libraries posted a position to “improve the 
discoverability of University of Toronto Libraries resources and collec-
tions in Wikipedia” (personal communication, August 17, 2020) and 
hired graduate student, Ji Yun Alex Jung, for a one-year, part-time con-
tract. Jung brought some Wikipedia editing experience, and his work 
in Toronto’s Civic Tech community prepared him for the independent 
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work and the task of communicating sometimes complex information 
to a general audience.

Residency Focus
Of our three case studies, University of Toronto focused the most on 
article creation and editing work. At Toronto, Jung’s writing work 
focused on adding information from the library’s unique digital col-
lections to Wikipedia. He contributed work related to the discovery 
and early development of insulin, including new articles for “Con-
naught Laboratories” (2020), an institute at the University of Toronto 
that manufactured insulin, and “Rodney Bobiwash” (2020), an Anish-
inaabe activist and scholar who helped expand First Nations student 
support in Canadian education systems.

Jung created a comprehensive GLAM page at “Wikipedia:GLAM/
University of Toronto” (2020) Libraries for reporting on and tracking 
Wikipedia editing activity at the university and encouraging collabora-
tion in the community. He also created a Wikidata aware “Template for 
archival records” (2020), so they could be linked to a Wikipedia page 
later in residency. While events and community engagement were not 
a focus for Jung’s residency, he did support edit-a-thons and other 
events when approached.

Residency Impact
As part of his editing work at University of Toronto libraries, Jung tracked 
the traffic from Wikipedia back to the university’s digital collections and 
found a significant increase in referral traffic. This gave the Library quan-
tifiable data to show that Carliner’s goal of “being where the researchers 
were” was working (personal communication, August 17, 2020). This data 
helped them move Jung into a new Open Technology Specialist position 
that is covered in another chapter of this book. Statistics are not the only 
way to show WIR impact, but Jung’s tracking clearly shows how the library 
collection was being accessed and used by Wikipedia users.

In terms of the impact on the individual, Jung said the WIR helped 
him develop his research and writing skills and honed “writing for the 
sake of documenting rather than in support of an argument” (personal 
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communication, August 10, 2020). Looking back at the experience, he 
was pleased at how his understanding of library services and collec-
tions expanded and how he had a new appreciation for the volume and 
scope of the collections.

Concordia University Library

Concordia University is a public comprehensive research university 
and one of four major academic institutions located in the bilingual 
city of Montreal, Quebec. Lorie Kloda, Associate University Librarian 
of Planning & Community Relations, had heard about successful WIR 
initiatives and felt it aligned well with “Concordia digital strategy” 
(n.d) and what Kloda called the library’s “experimental mindset” (per-
sonal communication, August  20, 2020). Concordia Library funded 
the position with unrestricted donor funds, so they had an open hiring 
process and advertised the position both at the university and in the 
community at large with a posted salary of $10,000 CAD plus benefits. 
There are many active local Wikimedians in Montreal; the city is the 
geographical home of Wikimedia Foundation Canadian Chapter and 
there is a history of Wikipedia engagement at other GLAM institutions 
in the city. Concordia Library hired Amber Berson, a Montreal-based 
writer, curator, and Wikimedian as WIR from June 2019 to May 2020. 
Amber worked part-time, one full day per week. She brought extensive 
experience as both a Wikipedia editor and instructor from her ongo-
ing role with Art + Feminism.

Residency Focus
At Concordia, teaching and outreach were the main components 
of the WIR, with minimal article creation or editing work. Ber-
son used most of her limited time to develop and deliver training 
to library staff and the broader Montreal community. Guided by 
her philosophy that Wikipedia is about mentorship, sharing, and 
giving, she delivered more than thirty training workshops in the 
community. Workshop topics included Wikipedia 101, Wikidata, 
and topic discussions such as bias on Wikipedia. The workshops 
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were typically smaller, and Berson found them invaluable teaching 
experiences, noting that low attendance doesn’t detract from the 
experience of those who attend and in fact allows more instruction 
for each person. She also set up a framework for library staff to 
teach information literacy with Wikipedia. Kloda noted that decen-
tralizing information literacy work from the WIR to library staff 
positively influenced the receptiveness to Wikipedia training and 
ongoing editing work at the institution (personal communication, 
August 20, 2020).

During her WIR term, Berson also took a creative approach, 
organizing an exhibition about the history of Wikipedia as part of a 
research-creation project mounted at Concordia to explore the impact 
of going digital on Concordians’ lives and work. This was helpful to 
get the community thinking about Wikipedia but also provided some-
thing Berson could reference back to when talking about the impor-
tance of understanding Wikipedia in our modern context. Berson had 
plans for two projects that are not yet completed: creating resources 
about sourcing and citation for journalism students and developing 
a peer-edited feminist best-practice manual for Wikipedia. The WIR 
program wound down when COVID-19 lockdowns began in the last 
two months of Berson’s contract, and she hopes to return to the unfin-
ished work at a later date.

Residency Impact
At Concordia, the desired outcome for their first WIR was an increase 
in information literacy and informed engagement with Wikipedia. 
Kloda felt strongly that Berson achieved that. Another one of the out-
comes Berson anecdotally observed was a shift in how the community 
perceived Wikipedia, from thinking about it as a secondary source to a 
tertiary source of information. In workshops, guest lectures, and one-
on-one consultations, she found a good reception for conversations 
about the history of Wikipedia, open-source culture, and anti-capital-
ist struggle. This gave her an opportunity to speak with a lot of students 
who now have a better understanding of how and why to critically 
appraise information on Wikipedia and to contribute to the site.
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University of Alberta Library

The University of Alberta is a public research intensive university 
located in Edmonton, Alberta, and the library has a long history of sup-
porting open movement projects. When a call went out to the library 
looking for short-term projects to be funded with donor money, Digi-
tal Projects librarian Sarah Severson pitched a WIR project. In Febru-
ary 2020, the University of Alberta Library hired Erin O’Neil, a digital 
humanities graduate student, to work part-time until August  2020, 
which was later extended to December 2020. The project had a $14,000 
CAD budget and O’Neil’s hours fluctuated to accommodate her stu-
dent schedule; she worked almost full-time in summer 2020 and up 
to 10 hours per week during winter and fall semesters. She brought 
some Wikipedia editing experience to the role as well as experience in 
community facilitation. O’Neil and Severson worked closely together 
throughout the residency as Severson had Wikipedia experience.

Residency Focus
One of the residency goals at Alberta was to engage the wider com-
munity to better learn how Wikipedia could help improve users’ 
access to our collections. In the first month of the residency, O’Neil 
participated in a #1lib1ref edit-a-thon organized at the library by 
Severson and helped facilitate a larger collaborative Art + Femi-
nism edit-a-thon on March  5, 2020. When the COVID-19 lock-
downs became a reality in Albert in mid-March of 2020, we moved 
all our programming plans online. O’Neil and Severson designed an 
online Wikipedia 101 course to give any interested library staff more 
in-depth training. The six-week course was delivered in March and 
April, and again in June and July. We also tried a few efforts to run 
virtual office hours and collaborative editing sessions but these didn’t 
find the same uptake. In an attempt to open up conversations beyond 
learning “how” to edit on the site and tackle the “why,” O’Neil and 
Severson ran an online, public speaker series in fall to dive deeper 
into three issues: public accountability, Indigenizing Wikipedia, and 
information activism.
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Like Jung at University of Toronto, O’Neil created a GLAM page 
at “Wikipedia:GLAM/UAlbertaLibrary” (2020) to collect all the Wiki-
pedia work she was doing at the University of Alberta. The page con-
tains archives of the Wikipedia 101 course, ongoing editing tracking, 
and resources about using Wikipedia as a pedagogical tool. Dur-
ing her WIR term, O’Neil supported several classes with Wikipedia 
assignments and noticed increased interest in Wikipedia as university 
instructors planned for online delivery of classes during COVID-19 
restrictions.

At University of Alberta, writing Wikipedia articles was a core com-
ponent of WIR activity. Early on in the WIR term, we collaborated on 
a list of articles and themes that were either featured in the library’s 
collection or of interest locally, and this list is posted on the GLAM 
page. Two examples of article creation are “Miriam Green Ellis” (2020), 
whose archives are housed in the Bruce Peel Special Collections at the 
University of Alberta Library, and the “Indigenous Art Park” (2020) 
recently created in Edmonton in a neighborhood adjacent to the 
university.

Residency Impact
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit and we had to change many of 
our original plans for the residency, we were not sure how to measure 
impact resulting from the residency. We very consciously did not tie 
any specific quantifiable outcomes, like number of participants for the 
speaker series or number of edits to Wikipedia, to any of the activities. 
What we did observe was there was considerable community enthu-
siasm for Wikimedia, both in the library and at the university, and we 
learned a lot through the conversations and questions. O’Neil used the 
GLAM page as a place to bring together what she learned and curate 
resources for the campus community.

In terms of the impact on the individual, O’Neil said the WIR term 
was an excellent experience for building community at the university 
and stoking a passion for open knowledge, and being a WIR gave her 
graduate student life a stimulating new dimension. As a result, she will 
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be continuing to engage in Wikipedia work at the university and in 
Edmonton after her WIR term concludes.

Recommendations and Questions to Consider

After our interviews and conversations, we found that there were a few 
themes that emerged when the WIR positions were set up. We reframed 
these as questions to pose when thinking about how to engage in a suc-
cessful WIR program at a library and offer recommendations.

What’s Happening at the Institution Already?
Coming into the residency, each of our case studies had varying lev-
els of institutional Wikipedia engagement. We each knew anecdotally 
of some pockets of activity either in the university where profes-
sors are engaging library resources for a Wikipedia article writing 
assignment, library space being used for edit-a-thons, or library staff 
regularly editing as a part of their job, but there was no centralized 
activity on any of the campuses. None of us felt it necessary to have 
regular Wikimedia contribution activity on campus in order to jus-
tify the WIR, but the University of Toronto Libraries used the existing 
vibrancy of programming as a part of their pitch. At the University of 
Alberta Library, Severson was new to her role and used the WIR as a 
means of learning more about what was happening on campus and 
how the library could better support those activities with existing 
services.

Who Should Be Hired into the Role?
When writing a WIR position description, it’s good to think about the 
ideal candidate for the specific institution. For example, some institu-
tions are looking to hire someone who can bring Wikimedia expertise. 
At Concordia, Kloda was not a Wikipedia editor and wanted to hire 
someone with experience in the Wikimedia ecosystem, so they could 
direct the position projects. Their library already had a successful 
Researcher-in-Residence program, so a residency model with some-
one from outside coming in was familiar to the library.
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An alternative is to hire someone with more institutional experience 
and less Wikimedia experience and include a learning component in 
the position. Both Toronto and Alberta situated the WIR as a student 
role and were ready to invest in more time for training. Internation-
ally, there is a lot of support available from local Wikimedia chapters 
and the Wikimedia community is full of resources on how to edit, so 
learning and then teaching about Wikipedia is very doable. Jung spoke 
about how spending the first part of his residency exploring and learn-
ing about the Wikimedia ecosystem helped him feel confident in the 
role. At the University of Alberta Library, we felt that by hiring a stu-
dent we could gain an important perspective from outside the library 
on our collections and resources.

Will the Position Be Paid?
In the tradition of Wikipedia editors, many of the early WIR positions 
were filled on a volunteer basis. In all three of our case studies, the role 
was a paid one. Whether or not there are funds to pay an editor, and 
how much, will impact how the role is shaped. Another consideration 
is where to find the funding for the role. In all three of our case studies 
the WIR positions were funded internally through either discretionary 
or donor funds, which meant the positions were treated more as a spe-
cial project rather than ongoing roles. This gave the libraries flexibility 
on who they could hire but also meant that they had a finite life span. 
Other options for funding a position could include project grants from 
the Wikipedia Foundation or partnering with a local Wikipedia chapter.

If the decision is made to create a paid WIR role, it is best practice 
for them to be clear about any affiliations and to be aware of Wikipe-
dia’s conflict of interest policy. While the community considers WIR 
editing acceptable, they are expected to identify their WIR status on 
their user page and on talk pages related to their organization when 
they post there. One recurring debate is if WIR should be required 
to go through the Article for Creation (AFC) process, which means 
that any new pages must be submitted as drafts and then reviewed by 
experienced editors. While in theory this process is sound, those who 
oppose argue on the “Wikipedia talk:Conflict of interest” (2020) page 
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that it is an overreach of the AFC original scope and intent and in 
the process assumes bad faith that discourages editors even if they are 
not WIR. Others are concerned that placing the constraint of the AFC 
could cause “significant collateral damage to the partnerships, collabo-
ration and relationships with GLAM organisations and higher educa-
tion institutions” (Joseph, 2020).

How Will Institutional Priorities Translate into Residency Goals?
Before even writing the WIR position description, it’s helpful to reflect 
on the priorities of the institution hiring them. Does the library have 
unique and special collections that could be added to Wikicommons 
and/or used to enhance Wikipedia and that could be made more dis-
coverable like the University of Toronto? Maybe the library values 
experimentation and administration is comfortable leaving the res-
idency with very broad goals? For example, the UAL included the 
goal to improve UAL’s understanding of the role large collaborative 
platforms like Wikipedia can play in improving users’ access to our 
collections.

In all of our interviews, both WIRs and librarians cited one of the 
biggest advantages of working with the Wikimedia ecosystem was 
that there were so many project possibilities. This was reflected in 
the goals of each of the position’s descriptions. Each of the librarians 
talked about wanting to leave the position as open as possible, so the 
residency could be shaped based on the WIR’s research interests and 
skills and the unique library collections. In some respects, this was 
a real advantage. The candidates who applied for these WIR roles 
were from a wide variety of backgrounds, so waiting until the WIR 
was selected before considering specific project work allowed for a 
greater flexibility to empower and benefit from the specific skills and 
interests of each WIR. Hiring candidates who demonstrated creativ-
ity and a range of experiences both with open knowledge and in dig-
ital media made this flexibility in the role work best. In each of our 
case studies, the first part of the residency process was combining 
knowledge about WIR programs with institutional goals and propos-
ing a project plan from there.
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However, it does take time to decide on projects to tackle, and giv-
ing a WIR flexibility to choose their projects should not mean that 
the WIR is left alone to navigate the library or Wikipedia ecosystems 
on their own. At Toronto and Alberta, where the WIRs were gradu-
ate students and not veteran Wikimedians, there was a learning curve 
to understand the kind of language and information appropriate for 
Wikipedia articles. The other unanticipated learning curve was under-
standing some of the libraries’ more unique archival or special col-
lections, which were cataloged in sometimes complicated ways. This 
challenge had not been anticipated, so it taught us a lot about how we 
present our collections, which was invaluable.

How Will Engagement Be Generated?
The news of a WIR hire can be very exciting for an institution. It is a 
good news story that often aligns with institutional goals around digi-
tal and community engagement. Reaching out to institutional commu-
nications teams and news services is also important to achieve almost 
every other task as a WIR: when people know about the work, they 
are more likely to reply to emails or attend a workshop. Both Berson 
and Jung began their roles with outreach, earning both internal insti-
tutional attention and mainstream media coverage (local papers and 
local TV news). To announce the WIR role at Alberta, O’Neil did sev-
eral interviews with campus media. Media coverage is especially useful 
to explain why a library needs a WIR or would engage with Wikipedia 
at all, as there are still many misconceptions about the site on cam-
puses. Kloda and Carliner both noted that using the good news story 
angle also brought positive attention to their libraries, universities, and 
Wikipedia work in their cities.

Future Directions
Everyone we talked to said they would do a residency again if they 
could. When asked about future plans, Concordia said they would be 
interested in doing another WIR but imagined it would be completely 
different in terms of projects or perspectives. At Toronto, Carliner 
hopes that future Wikipedia work will shift to a balance between 
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Wikidata projects and Wikipedia article creation and editing. Here at 
Alberta, we’d like to try the Toronto model where article creation and 
editing work is focused on a precise area of the library’s collections.

The Wikimedia ecosystem goes far beyond Wikipedia articles, and 
there is great potential for WIR roles focused on Wikidata in particu-
lar. While Wikipedia is an excellent pedagogical tool for exploring 
information literacy, reliable sources, and notability, Wikidata offers 
students the chance to engage with issues of data completeness, data 
processing, data analysis, and data ethics.

Conclusion

In the end, each WIR is as unique as the institution that hosts them, but 
it can be difficult to know how to set up the role for success if it is the 
first WIR at the institution. This chapter illustrated some of the com-
monalities and differences between three Canadian university library 
WIRs and how factors such as institutional priorities, funding options, 
and community expectations shaped these positions. We hope that by 
framing the common themes we noticed in our WIR experience, we 
have offered helpful guidance for colleagues who are building a case 
for a WIR at their institution. WIRs are critical to building meaningful 
connections on campuses for expanding Wikipedia and engaging with 
its complex issues of bias, representation, notability, and editor aliena-
tion. The WIR trend is growing, and we hope that this chapter will be 
one helpful piece in an ongoing conversation about how to make WIRs 
work well for institutions and Wikipedia alike.
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Abstract

Wikipedian-in-Residence (WIR) programs are becoming more common in aca-
demic libraries. Although they hold a great deal of promise, they are often limited 
in scope given their frequently short-term and sometimes part-time nature. After 
a successful one-year, part-time WIR pilot, the University of Toronto Libraries 
(UTL) has piloted a one-year, full-time Open Technology Specialist (OTS) role 
to build upon the WIR’s accomplishments and allow for a more comprehensive 
approach to Wikimedia activities in the library. Through extensive research, out-
reach, and relationship-building, the OTS has considerably expanded the scope 
of WIR’s activities to advance a wide range of institutional strategic priorities for 
the long term. In line with UTL’s commitment to barrier-free access to all of the 
right information, the OTS incorporates Wikimedia activities into existing work-
flows across the library system in ways that prioritize support for historically 
excluded communities and collections while being sensitive to issues of access 
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and description. In its pilot year, the OTS has created a network out of previously 
isolated Wikimedia engagement across the library system, trained staff, and vol-
unteers across and beyond UTL, and helped launch formal projects that deepen 
institutional engagement. The OTS has also continued to contribute to Wiki-
pedia, expanding their editing scope to the appropriate use of archival sources 
and the development of tools, which help bridge the gap between Wikipedia and 
Wikidata. Through the OTS, UTL has systematically deepened its contributions 
to the open Web. The UTL OTS pilot experience has demonstrated that positions 
dedicated to engagement in Wikimedia or other open technologies hold a great 
deal of potential and are worthy of further consideration for ongoing investment 
of staff and budget resources by academic libraries.

Keywords

Open Technology, Wikimedia, Academic Libraries.

Introduction

The University of Toronto Libraries (UTL) established an instance of 
a GLAM-Wiki (Galleries, Libraries, Archives, and Museum) with the 
launch of a Wikipedian-in-Residence (WIR) program in 2018. Ini-
tially launched with the explicit goal of facilitating Wikipedia-based 
access to UTL’s special collections, the GLAM-Wiki project evolved to 
include a range of Wikimedia activities such as events, development of 
toolkits, and editing and article creation. UTL expanded the project in 
December 2019 into a full-time pilot position dubbed the Open Tech-
nology Specialist (OTS). The OTS has enabled UTL to considerably 
expand activities beyond the WIR, in order to advance a wide range 
of institutional strategic priorities. The OTS has further expanded 
training for staff members through editing events and consultations, 
made accessible documentation available to current and future staff, 
and incorporated Wikimedia activities into existing workflows across 
the library system.

In this chapter, we will describe the history of Wikimedia activities 
at UTL within the context of the institution’s support for linked and 
open-access infrastructure. We will describe how the WIR position 
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evolved into the OTS, and how the OTS enables a sustainable and 
comprehensive approach to Wikimedia activities in the academic 
library. Finally, we will discuss how Wikimedia activities have been 
incorporated into existing workflows and reflect on the impact of these 
activities.

Background

Located in Toronto, Ontario, Canada, the University of Toronto  
(U of T) is a public, research intensive university with three cam-
puses in the greater Toronto area. From 2018 to 2019, the university 
had a total enrollment of 93,081 students and 21,556 faculty and staff 
(University of Toronto, n.d.). The UTL system is the largest academic 
library in Canada and is consistently ranked among the largest of 
its peer institutions in North America according to the Association 
of Research Libraries Investment Index (Morris & Roebuck, 2019). 
The system consists of forty-two libraries, with around 500 librari-
ans and paraprofessional staff members and supports the teaching 
and research requirements of the University of Toronto’s more than 
980 programs of study (University of Toronto, n.d.). Eighteen cen-
tral libraries directly report to the UTL chief librarian, while the 
remaining libraries report to their college, campus, and departmental 
administration. In addition to more than 15 million volumes in 341 
languages, the library system currently provides access to millions of 
electronic resources in various forms and over 31,000 linear meters 
of archival material.

Open Access and Open Digital Collections at UTL
UTL has for many years engaged in open-access initiatives, leading 
to the creation of the UTL Scholarly Communications and Copy-
right Office (SCCO) in 2013. The UTL SCCO helps researchers make 
their research available through open access, thereby improving 
the impact of their research and supporting researchers around the 
world who may not otherwise have access to this scholarship. UTL 
also operates TSpace, an open-access repository. Research deposited 
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into TSpace is freely available via Google Scholar and other search 
engines, but findable only to a limited extent without the help of 
Wikipedia’s reference.

In addition to supporting open-access publication of university- 
produced research, UTL has created numerous digitized special col-
lections that are freely available online. A great deal of staff resources 
and infrastructure go into creating and maintaining these digital col-
lections, but they are not easily discoverable on the Web unless made 
to be so. Notable examples include The Discovery and Early Develop-
ment of Insulin Collection and the Wenceslaus Hollar Digital Collection. 
Initially, discovery and use of UTL’s digital collections had primarily 
relied on search-based traffic or traditional library marketing strate-
gies like social media and website news items. Some of the resources 
had also been promoted at library workshops and in relevant research 
guides. However, these strategies did not create sustained growth of 
collections use. Increases in traffic would usually only be temporary—
perhaps indicating a sporadic influx of curious users who were not 
actively researching the topic.

By contrast, collection items linked to Wikimedia projects were 
found and used more readily by the average web user. Over the years, 
editors not affiliated with the library had linked or uploaded collection 
items to Wikipedia and Wikimedia Commons. These links have more 
effectively brought these collections within reach of the average web 
user, and in the appropriate information-seeking context. These edits, 
in combination with GLAM-Wiki familiarity on the part of pioneering 
staff, made for a basic proof of concept for a more organized effort to 
deepen UTL’s Wikimedia contributions.

Wikipedia Initiatives at the UTL

Beyond some sporadic Wikimedia engagement by library and archives 
staff throughout the UTL system, the first systematic pilot of Wikimedia 
activities took place in the summer of 2018. A librarian and an intern 
in the information technology department carried out a pilot project 
to assess the impact of Wikipedia contributions on the use of digital 
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collections. Selected items from the Wenceslaus Hollar, Agnes Chamber-
lin, and Anatomia collections were linked to the English and German 
Wikipedia through citations, external links, and images. Usage statistics 
showed that Wikipedia edits had significantly increased and sustained 
traffic to these collections, suggesting that Wikipedia edits had been 
more effective at improving collections access than the use of traditional 
library news items and social media. In particular, images uploaded 
from the Anatomia collection demonstrated the value of adding collec-
tions material as visual aids to highly visible Wikipedia articles.

Based on the successful summer pilot, the UTL chief librarian funded 
a year-long WIR pilot for the 2018–2019 academic year. The pilot was 
launched with the explicit goal of facilitating Wikipedia-based access to 
UTL’s special collections but also to support editing events and create 
toolkits that others could repurpose for their own events. Due to UTL’s 
labor environment, the WIR position was posted as a part-time gradu-
ate student library assistant (GSLA) position. All University of Toronto 
graduate students were eligible to apply to the posting, and of the thir-
ty-five applicants, only two had prior Wikipedia editing experience.

During the year-long pilot, the WIR activities fell into three broad 
categories—creating a work plan and infrastructure around their 
activities, carrying out the activities, and then developing documenta-
tion for a successor to carry on the work of the pilot. The WIR initially 
developed their plan of work through an environmental scan of more 
than fifty institutional WIR positions, examining their best practices 
and activities. The environmental scan also reviewed the summer pilot 
and lessons learned, including approaches to editing, project doc-
umentation, collections of focus (e.g., Chamberlin, Hollar), discus-
sion on sources and copyright (especially in relation to images), and 
resources for learning. Next, the WIR identified strengths of the UTL 
digital collections and collection themes, looking for collections that 
would be appropriate for citation in Wikipedia. Factors considered in 
selecting a digital collection to work with included status (is the collec-
tion still maintained?), location (where is the collection hosted?), ease 
of use, copyright, content sensitivity, notability, and overall “Wikipe-
dia friendliness” of content. Some digital collections were judged more 
Wikipedia-friendly than others in the kinds of material they contained 
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and in the availability of reliable secondary sources that provide a basis 
for interpretation.1 In some cases, digital collections were reserved for 
future collaboration given their potential to perpetuate harm to user 
communities in the absence of adequate historical understanding and 
relational work.2

The Discovery and Early Development of Insulin Collection was cho-
sen as the focus of the WIR pilot for three reasons: It was deemed to 
be “Wikipedia-friendly”; it was likely to be of broad public interest 
given the 100th anniversary of the discovery of insulin (2021–2022); 
and it was considered a premiere collection given its inscription into 
the UNESCO Memory of the World register (The Discovery of Insu-
lin and Its Worldwide Impact | United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization, n.d.). Over the course of the pilot, the WIR 
verified Wikipedia’s existing content on the topic, updating and add-
ing citations as appropriate. They also added comprehensive articles 
and sections on notable but unwritten histories adjacent to the col-
lection, including the history of diabetes and institutions such as the 
Connaught Laboratories and the Academy of Medicine of Toronto.3 
Some of these contributions have since played a crucial role in public 
discourse. In late November 2020, the Connaught Laboratories article 
came to public attention in the context of COVID-19 response short-
comings, “vaccine nationalism,” and damage to Canadian vaccine pro-
duction capacity suffered as the result of the Labs’ privatization in the 
1980s. Page views increased 500 to 1,000-fold as the Wikipedia article 
was shared widely.

In addition to edits based on the Discovery of Insulin collection, 
the WIR also provided community guidance on Wikipedia-related 
matters, facilitated events, and developed editing and event hosting  
toolkits for broader use.4 Regular analytics assessments have demon-
strated sustained increases in UTL’s digital collection usage, as well 
as increasing correlation between Google search traffic and traffic to 
the Discovery of Insulin collection. At the time of writing (Novem-
ber 2020), UTL’s digital collection usage has increased—in comparison  
to the average for the year-long period before Wikipedia contribu-
tions—by a multiplier of 4.87 in earlier months (with only external  
links) to 9.35 (after more research-intensive contributions) in linked  
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collections. Figure 1 reflects this increase in usage as well as increasing  
correlation between Google search traffic and usage of the Discovery 
of Insulin collection based on the keywords “insulin discovery.” Col-
lection usage began to increasingly reflect search traffic as external 
links (July 2018) and detailed citations (December 2018) were added. 
While there are multiple paths in a user’s journey from search results 
to a UTL digital collection involving any number of Wikipedia arti-
cles and non-Wikipedia sites, this correlation speaks to the bidirec-
tional impact of the WIR’s contributions to in-Wikipedia collections 
discovery as well as increased library website visibility gained through 
the numerous inbound links generated by this work. It would be dif-
ficult to be more discoverable at any given moment than the levels of  
interest at that time as indicated by Google Trends, insofar as the aver-
age web user relies on search engines to find resources, and insofar as 
Google dominates the search engine market at 92.16 percent world-
wide in November 2020 (Search Engine Market Share Worldwide | 
StatCounter Global Stats, n.d.).

The Open Technology Specialist

Based on the demonstrated potential of the part-time WIR position, 
UTL established a full-time pilot of the OTS in December 2019 at the 
direction of the chief librarian. The full-time OTS role would build on 
the work of the WIR with a more comprehensive scope of activities and 

Figure 1  Changing correlation between Google search traffic and usage of the 
Discovery and Early Development of Insulin Collection by week, normalized to a 
range of [0, 100].



	 The Open Technology Specialist at the University of Toronto Libraries � 237

objectives. Most importantly, the OTS position would support research 
and learning at the University of Toronto by improving discoverability 
of UTL resources and collections—primarily through Wikimedia pro-
jects during the pilot—and by building community capacity for par-
ticipation in these initiatives. The job posting highlighted the potential 
for the OTS to enable a more comprehensive, coordinated, and sys-
tematic approach to engaging in Wikimedia activities. In addition to 
the WIR activities, the OTS would promote participation in new or 
existing WikiProjects related to UTL holdings; support the U of T staff 
and community in their use, participation in, and understanding of 
Wikimedia; and identify and engage in other collaborative open tech-
nology initiatives. Finally, the OTS job posting emphasized that, where 
possible, programming and initiatives should advance the UTL’s com-
mitment to equity, inclusion, and diversity.

Throughout the first ten months of the pilot, the OTS has further 
advanced the UTL strategic goals of “barrier-free access to all of the 
right information” to “build physical and digital infrastructure to 
make our library collections effortlessly accessible” (UTL Strategic 
Plan 2020–2025, 2020) by making it easier for UTL—as well as the 
broader Toronto and GLAM-Wiki community—to enrich the free 
Web.5 The OTS role, in practice, grants capacity for UTL to holistically 
assess the uses and limits of Wikimedia projects as tools and to apply 
them strategically in ways that make sense to different library depart-
ments and functions. It functions as a translator between the broader 
movement toward open technologies, including GLAM-Wiki, and the 
library’s existing constellation of people, relationships, and practices. 
If the UTL WIR’s workflows were largely self-contained, with min-
imal engagement with other staff and units, the OTS has expanded 
this scope through a combination of research, communication, docu-
mentation, and internal and external relationship-building, in order to 
achieve sustained impact.

Deeper Resource Integration
Previous pilots at UTL had demonstrated the impact of linking library 
resources to Wikipedia, and of contributing narrative content on the 
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basis of those links. Building on those accomplishments, the OTS has 
enabled deeper resource integration into Wikipedia in a number of ways.

First, the OTS has explored contribution using a greater breadth of 
sources from UTL. In particular, they have experimented extensively 
with the use of archival material and finding aids, to the extent that 
no interpretation is added by the editor. These sources are less under-
stood in the context of Wikipedia yet invaluable for their potential to 
ground less visible topics that might otherwise go uncharted due to a 
lack of accessible citations. These efforts have yielded the contribution 
of Wikipedia biographies on important figures in the peripheries of 
popular knowledge—such as those of scholar-activists Rodney Bobi-
wash and Roxana Ng—for whom secondary source coverage had been 
sparse, particularly in digital format.

Second, UTL is moving beyond single-event contributions into 
maintenance of resource links on Wikipedia. Whereas Wikipedia has 
accumulated upward of 3,600 links to UTL through both third-party 
and library-initiated contributions, an estimated 40 percent of these 
links have expired over time and no longer direct users from Wikipe-
dia to the intended pages. The OTS has begun to update these links, 
using persistent identifiers where possible in order to future-proof 
contributions.

Third, the OTS has begun to develop mechanisms for sustainable 
contribution to Wikipedia, which build on UTL’s contributions to 

Figure 2  Template:Archival records.
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Wikidata. Among other uses, Wikidata has the function of simplify-
ing data maintenance for library information on the Web.6 One such 
mechanism is a Wikipedia template for use in the External links section 
(Template:Archival records), which syncs dynamically to Wikidata.7 
This “sync-piece” builds directly on Wikidata contributions from prior 
months by the Digital Initiatives librarian and her intern and has the 
effect of manifesting their infrastructural work to a more general audi-
ence. The template links to a Wikipedia help page (Help:Archival mate-
rials), also developed by the OTS, which is an introductory guide to 
archival sources and their use in research and in Wikipedia editing. 
The template has been similarly helpful to others in the GLAM-Wiki 
world also working with archival material, as indicated by the near-500 
articles that link to the template at the time of writing.8

Library Capacity-Building
The OTS has built capacity for UTL staff participation based on the 
understanding that open, Web-based projects such as Wikipedia are 
foremost tools that allow library staff to better serve their respective 
communities by eliminating barriers to information access. Since the 
promise of linked open knowledge facilitated by Wikimedia platforms 
means different things to different libraries and functions, the OTS 
provides flexible support across departments, libraries, archives, and 
the university in ways that appropriately situate (and observe the limits 
of) Wikimedia platforms in each area according to their unique set of 
needs. For example, collaboration with subject liaisons demonstrates 
the potential of Wikimedia engagement as a core competency in infor-
mation literacy or as a pedagogical tool. Support for IT and metadata 
infrastructure engages in Wikimedia projects that build upon past and 
ongoing efforts around linked data and custom ontologies. Meanwhile, 
community programming involving staff, students, and other volun-
teers across Toronto help balance histories and knowledge on Wiki-
pedia by highlighting archival collections from historically excluded 
communities while being sensitive to issues of access and description.

The OTS has therefore helped interested parties determine their 
scope and method of engagement with Wikimedia projects with 
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minimal hassle and maximal impact. For example, staff at the Music 
Library Archives were rapidly equipped (over the course of two meet-
ings) to complete an initial set of contributions by adding collections 
information to Wikipedia biographies. Where possible, the OTS has 
delivered training and workshops, which demonstrate step-by-step 
workflows and situate those activities in the context of the Web and 
its discovery mechanisms. As of October  2020, more than fifty staff 
across all three U of T campuses had benefited from these workshops. 
Moreover, these trainings have themselves been opportunities for col-
laboration with other staff and interns, contributing to experiential 
learning at UTL in ways that integrate the Web into library production. 
Through these collaborations, the loose network of interested staff 
at UTL has rapidly come to cocreate clear descriptions and starting 
points for linked open knowledge projects.

The OTS has built bridges across campuses and departments to 
identify and connect interested staff for open technology engagement. 
The result is a loose network of staff who now share and receive updates 
through an open technologies email listserv and participate in various 
working groups, some of which span multiple library units. In general, 
the OTS capacity to bring together and logistically support interest 
groups has been key to developing momentum on multiunit collabo-
rations, which might otherwise become deprioritized over time.

The impact of the move from WIR’s relatively self-contained 
approach to the OTS’s intentionally inclusive approach at UTL is four-
fold. Most immediately, each resource thoughtfully contributed to 
Wikipedia becomes more useful to the web user, and in the appropriate 
context. The OTS actively works to increase the number of such con-
tributors. Second, these contributions gain further significance where 
they also help balance inequities in knowledge representation. By pur-
suing work across the library system that enables fair and dignified 
knowledge production and discovery for all, the OTS builds another 
layer of consistency in the university’s move toward equity. For exam-
ple, the very first collaborative event (February 2020) with staff from 
University of Toronto Scarborough Library and Toronto Public Library 
contributed accessible coverage of Toronto’s vastly underrepresented 
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Black history (Russell, 2020). The OTS now builds on this past initia-
tive to bring multiple libraries together for a broader and more inten-
tional effort to improve the coverage of local Black histories through 
February 2021. Third, through the OTS, the library has gained capac-
ity to better assist the university in communicating its research to the 
broader public. This had been explored through a collaboration with 
the library’s Scholarly Communications office and the Sophie Lucyk 
Virtual Library, a digital collection of research from the Factor-Inwen-
tash Faculty for Social Work hosted on TSpace (The Sophie Lucyk Vir-
tual Library | TSpace Repository, n.d.). And fourth, UTL’s Wikimedia 
contributions to date have been doubly helpful to staff as accessible, 
comprehensive reference for special collections (Wikipedia) and as a 
hub for institutional data creation and maintenance across the large, 
decentralized library system (Wikidata).

Engagement beyond the Library and University
The broadly beneficial nature of the OTS approach allows the training, 
workshops, documentation, and consultation capacity generated by 
the role to enrich networks beyond the institution. This aligns with the 
University of Toronto’s institutional goals and priorities to “leverage 
[the University’s] urban location(s) more fully, for the mutual benefit 
of University and City” (Gertler, 2015). The OTS has therefore collab-
orated with staff from Toronto Public Library and the Ontario Science 
Centre, advised projects at the City of Toronto Archives, and trained 
volunteers at The ArQuives, Canada’s LGBTQ2+ Archives located in 
Toronto, Ontario. Some collaborations have even extended beyond the 
Greater Toronto Area, as in the case of the Ontario Wikipedia Edit-
a-thon during Ontario’s Open Education Week (March  2–6, 2020) 
jointly led by staff at Fleming College and Mohawk College.9

The OTS also cofacilitates regular, cross-institutional programming 
through the LD4-Wikidata Affinity group. Through this network-build-
ing, the OTS has been able to bring more UTL staff into broader library 
community updates, including Program for Cooperative Cataloging 
(PCC)’s ongoing, one-year Wikidata pilot, by which no less than four 
projects across two U of T campuses are underway at the time of writing.
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Conclusion

The impact of the OTS pilot so far demonstrates that a full-time position 
dedicated to Wikimedia and other open technology projects holds great 
potential to better link open-access library resources and archival and spe-
cial collections to the Web. By enabling consistent support for Wikime-
dia activities, staff across UTL’s large and decentralized system have been 
empowered to meet their users where they are and increase discovery and 
use of their collections with greater ease. This sustained staff development 
resulting in high-impact benefits to library and institutional priorities have 
come at a low cost, requiring only the flexible investment of staff time.

Beyond experimentation, open technology engagement requires 
extended support and maintenance in order to achieve lasting impact. 
WIR and OTS programs can be piloted to explore Wikimedia activities 
in the library and to introduce those activities to library staff when and 
where appropriate, laying the groundwork for additional investment of 
staffing resources and the incorporation of Wikimedia activities into 
existing workflows and job portfolios.

Notes
	1	 For example, many artifacts in the Discovery and Early Development of 

Insulin collection are published material (e.g., articles and newspaper clip-
pings), which can be cited with minimal interpretation. This collection also 
benefits from readily available secondary sources that make sense of the col-
lection and offer the reader an opportunity to cross-reference the published 
histories with the original sources.

	2	 For collections such as The Barren Lands: J. B. Tyrrell’s Expeditions for the 
Geological Survey of Canada, 1892–1894, the WIR had found it necessary to 
cultivate capacity for edits informed by Indigenous perspectives, and to do so 
in collaboration with concerned communities.

	3	 See: History of diabetes (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_dia 
betes), Connaught Laboratories (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Connaught_
Laboratories), and Academy of Medicine of Toronto (https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Academy_of_Medicine_of_Toronto).

	4	 Toolkits and documentation are available on: https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Wikipedia:GLAM/University_of_Toronto_Libraries/Resources

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_diabetes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_diabetes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Connaught_Laboratories
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Connaught_Laboratories
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Academy_of_Medicine_of_Toronto
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Academy_of_Medicine_of_Toronto
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:GLAM/University_of_Toronto_Libraries/Resources
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:GLAM/University_of_Toronto_Libraries/Resources
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	5	 As a general statement, Wikipedia is an unparalleled general informa-
tion source for the everyday Web user in magnitude and use. More concretely 
in university settings, studies have consistently demonstrated students’ heavy 
reliance on Web search engines and on Wikipedia. See Weber et al. (2018) 
for a relatively recent German study containing a literature review and Bury 
(2011) for a study from York University.

	6	 Data maintenance—of links to material and corresponding descrip-
tions—is imperative to keeping information accessible and up-to-date in the 
long run. Wikidata, an open and collaboratively edited database “of all things” 
by the Wikimedia Foundation, is interesting in this light since it provides an 
easy and open interface for persistent description, which can serve as a single 
access point for data maintenance.

	7	 The template and documentation are available on: https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Template:Archival_records

	8	 An up-to-date list of articles linking to Template:Archival records can 
be viewed on: https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Special:What 
LinksHere/Template:Archival_records&namespace=0.

	9	 Formal edit-a-thon collaborations in 2020 include: International Day 
of Women and Girls in Science edit-a-thon at the Ontario Science Centre 
(https://rascto.ca/content/ontario-science-centre-international-day-wom-
en-and-girls-science) and Ontario Wikipedia edit-a-thon for Open Education 
Week (www.openeducationweek.org/events/ontario-wikipedia-edit-a-thon).
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Abstract

For almost three decades, literary walk has been used by various education 
and public institutions in Hong Kong as an effective way to promote reading 
and writing to secondary school students. Funded by the Standing Committee 
on Language Education and Research of the Hong Kong Special Administra-
tive Region Government in 2013, the Hong Kong Literature Research Centre 
(HKLRC) of the Chinese University of Hong Kong and the Chinese Univer-
sity of Hong Kong Library (CUHK Library) jointly kicked off a two-year pro-
posal entitled “Fun with Learning Chinese Language through Literary Walk” 
aimed at promoting literary reading and writing skills to junior secondary 
school students in Hong Kong. In this paper, the authors discuss a key deliv-
erable of this project, the Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki, jointly 
developed by the HKLRC and the CUHK Library, which provides literary 
walk materials on the wiki platform including video clips, critically selected 
literary works, literary maps, creative writings of the student participants, and 
so on. Apart from the project participants, the Hong Kong Literary Landscape  
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MediaWiki is also a useful tool for other secondary school teachers, students, 
and a wider group of audience in the Hong Kong community.

Keywords

Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki, Literary Walk, Reading and writ-
ing, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Digital humanities.

Introduction

Despite the fact that literary walk has been adopted as a way to promote 
literature around the world, there is, however, no shared definition of 
what a literary walk should be (Dulwich Picture Gallery, 2020; Iowa City 
UNESCO City of Literature, 2020; Tokyo Metropolitan Government, 
2020). In the context of Hong Kong, a literary walk usually consists of a 
docent and a group of participants. The docent designs a route for the 
walk by identifying some major landscapes and events of a specific area 
mentioned in the literature. While they walk through the area, the docent 
introduces these landscapes and events to the participants in order to 
demonstrate the cultural and historical context reflected in the literature. 
On the face of it, a literary walk looks very much like a historical walk, 
but the major difference is the text used for the walk. A  literary walk 
usually makes use of poems, prose, and fiction to devise the route while 
a historical walk relies very much on historical documents and archives.

In the early 1990s, Lu Weiluan, a renowned scholar and writer in 
Hong Kong, put forward the idea of learning Hong Kong literature 
through literary walk. She believes that it is very important for stu-
dents to have on-site learning experiences in order to better under-
stand and appreciate literary works. In the past three decades, literary 
walk has been used by various education and public institutions in 
Hong Kong as an effective way to promote reading and writing to 
secondary school students. Funded by the Standing Committee on 
Language Education and Research (SCOLAR) of the Hong Kong 
Special Administrative Region Government (HK SAR Government), 
the Hong Kong Literature Research Centre (HKLRC) of the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong, and the Chinese University of Hong Kong 
Library (CUHK Library) kicked off a two-year proposal entitled “Fun  
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with Learning Chinese Language through Literary Walk Project (Fun 
Project).” Apart from introducing the Fun Project, the authors also dis-
cuss a key deliverable of this project, namely Hong Kong Literary Land-
scape MediaWiki. (CUHK Hong Kong Literature Research Center and 
CUHK Library, n.d.) In this paper, the advantages of using MediaWiki 
as an effective open platform for creating content collaboratively are 
discussed, and the challenges of using an online platform to promote 
literary reading and writing are addressed.

Fun with Learning Chinese Language through 
Literary Walk: A Brief Outline

In January  2013, the SCOLAR of the HK SAR Government invited 
applications for the “Chinese Language Promotion 2013–2014” to pro-
mote creative and meaningful activity to improve Chinese writing skills 
of primary and secondary students. The HKLRC and CUHK Library 
jointly submitted a two-year proposal entitled “Fun with Learning 
Chinese Language through Literary Walk Project,” which aims at pro-
moting literary reading and writing skills to junior secondary school 
(equivalent to junior high school in North America) students in Hong 
Kong. The proposal was submitted to SCOLAR in March 2013 and was 
subsequently accepted in July 2013. The work team of the Fun Pro-
ject consisted of four members: principal investigator, coinvestigator, 
project coordinator, and project assistant. The principal investigator 
and coinvestigator oversaw the direction, execution, and evaluation of 
the project while the project coordinator and project assistant were 
responsible for the project delivery including liaising with external par-
ties, conducting publicity, coordinating literary walks, editing student 
writings, and setting up the Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki.

The Fun Project was designed in such a way that a literary walk 
was conducted in each district of Hong Kong. Administratively, Hong 
Kong is divided into eighteen districts in three major geographic 
areas: Central and Western, Eastern, Southern, and Wan Chai dis-
tricts in Hong Kong Island; Kowloon City, Kwun Tong, Sham Shui 
Po, Wong Tai Sin, and Yau Tsim Mong districts in Kowloon and New 
Kowloon; and Islands, Kwai Tsing, North, Sai Kung, Sha Tin, Tai Po,  
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Tsuen Wan, Tuen Mun, and Yuen Long districts in New Territories. 
The Fun Project organized altogether eighteen literary walks in two 
years. To kick-off the project, an official invitation letter was sent to all 
principals and Chinese subject heads of the secondary school in Hong 
Kong to recruit student participants. In the past decade, the organizers 
have been actively promoting Hong Kong literature and have built up 
close connection with literary figures in Hong Kong. The project team 
identified emerging professional writers who published frequently on 
literary journals and websites to join the Fun Project. These emerging 
writers were not only young in age but also young in heart. For a des
ignated district, a “young writer” was invited to serve as the docent.

After enrolling in the literary walk of a specific district, the student 
participants received a pack of reading materials critically selected by 
the docent. Apart from literary quality, these reading materials also 
cover the cultural and historical aspects of the respective district. The 
student participants were required to study the articles before attend-
ing the literary walk. On the event day, the docent delivered a work-
shop to the student participants by introducing the selected articles 
in more details so that they could grasp the main features of the arti-
cles. This arrangement facilitated a close interaction with the docent 
before the start of the literary walk. After the event, the student par-
ticipants were required to submit a piece of creative writing in the 
form of poem, prose, or fiction on their experience and reflection of 
the literary walk.

Being a key deliverable of the Fun Project, the Hong Kong Liter-
ary Landscape MediaWiki serves as a repository of the output gener-
ated from the literary walks in eighteen districts, including critically 
selected articles, literary maps, video clips, creative writings of the stu-
dent participants, and so on. The docents shared their views with the 
student participants about their creative writings using the discussion 
platform of the MediaWiki. In addition to the project participants, the 
Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki is also a useful open source 
to other secondary school teachers and students. Teachers can benefit 
from the Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki by making use of 
the online resources available on the wiki platform to design their own 
literary walks for their students. The Hong Kong Literary Landscape 
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MediaWiki is also beneficial to students because it provides an interest
ing and interactive way of learning Chinese language online.

Chinese Language Curriculum for Secondary 
School: Literary Walk and Chinese Language 

Learning

In 2001, as part of the education reform in Hong Kong, the Education 
Bureau of the HK SAR Government released a policy document on 
Chinese language learning titled Chinese Language Curriculum Guide 
(Junior Secondary and Senior Secondary). As stated in this policy docu-
ment, Chinese language learning comprises nine learning areas, namely 
reading, writing, listening, speaking, literature, Chinese culture, moral-
ity and affection, thinking, and independent language learning. Among 
these nine learning areas, reading, writing, listening, and speaking 
are considered as the fundamental learning areas that can also facili-
tate learning in the other five areas (Education Bureau, 2001). In other 
words, it is vitally important for students to build up their knowledge 
and hone their skills in reading, writing, listening, and speaking in order 
to succeed in Chinese language learning. Once they are competent in 
these four fundamental areas, their learning in the other five areas can 
be enhanced.

Figure 1  Nine learning areas of Chinese language. (Education Bureau, 2001).



252	 Ma and Mak

According to the Chinese Language Curriculum Guide, the objec-
tives of the four fundamental areas of Chinese language learning are 
the following:

Reading:	 To enhance reading skills such as comprehension,  
analysis, experience and appreciation, etc.; to master 
reading strategies; and to enjoy reading and do it dili
gently and seriously; increase the quantity and range of 
reading.

Writing:	 To enhance writing skills such as conception, expression 
and creative writing, etc.; to master writing strategies; and 
to enjoy writing and do it diligently and seriously.

Listening:	 To enhance listening skills such as comprehension 
and evaluation; to master listening strategies; and to 
enjoy listening and do it seriously; expand the range of 
listening.

Speaking:	 To enhance speaking skills such as conception, expression 
and response; to master speaking strategies; and to enjoy 
expressing and do it bravely, giving graceful response. 
(Education Bureau, 2001)

Reading, writing, listening, and speaking are essential learning skills in 
not only Chinese language but also other languages as well. It is very 
important for junior secondary school students to master these skills 
in their early stage of language learning. To this end, the Fun Project 
was aimed at enhancing the skills in these four areas of Chinese lan-
guage learning of the student participants. In the workshop delivered 
by the docent, the participants could grasp a better understanding of 
the content and style of the literary works. Through face-to-face inter-
action with the docent during the event, the student participants had 
the opportunity to improve their listening and speaking skills. Through 
these interactive learning activities, the participants can enhance their 
reading, writing, listening, and speaking capabilities.

There is no doubt that literature is an excellent source for language 
learning. The Chinese Language Curriculum Guide also indicates that 
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students can appreciate the beauty of language and acquire the sense 
of truth through literature learning. This is exactly the reason why 
literature is considered as one of the nine learning areas of Chinese 
language. In the Chinese Language Curriculum Guide, the learning 
objectives of Literature are the following:

•	To experience the pleasure of literature reading and appreciate 
the beauty of it;

•	To develop aesthetic insight, attitudes and skills;
•	To enhance language learning interest and proficiency through 

the delightful reading experience;
•	To share the unique but common thinking and affections in works 

to strengthen interpersonal communication and mutual under-
standing, and inspire life experience. (Education Bureau, 2001)

The Fun Project was designed to spark interest in language learn-
ing through literature among the student participants by reading and 
appreciating literary works in a relaxing and enjoyable setting.

Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki

Wikipedia was launched by Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger in 2001. After 
developing its content by the Wiki community in the past two decades, 
Wikipedia is now the largest online encyclopedia in the world. Given the 
popularity of Wikipedia, a series of enhanced products among the wide 
variety of functions provided by Wikipedia, the content management, 
collaborative workspace, reference source, training guide, and so on, of 
Wikipedia are particularly relevant to library applications.

In the Fun Project, MediaWiki was adopted as the platform for 
the project deliverables for two reasons. First, MediaWiki supports 
very useful features such as easy navigation, editing, formatting, ref-
erencing, look and feel change, file uploading, user management, 
and so on. MediaWiki not only provides openly accessible data stor-
age and retrieval service but also handles structured data including 
text, image, and multimedia files of the source data. It also supports 
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Chinese character that is critically important for the Fun Project. Sec-
ond, MediaWiki is a collaboration and documentation platform that 
helps to collect and organize knowledge and make it available to people 
(Liginlal et al., 2010). It provides the collaborative editing function to 
facilitate the interaction between the docents and student participants 
of the Fun Project. Even though MediaWiki adopts open-source plat-
form, it provides a secure environment for the Fun Project. With these 
resources available on MediaWiki, the project team could explore the 
best ways to support the project participants and to engage individuals 
from the wider communities (Poulter & Sheppard, 2020).

Besides selecting the best platform for this project, we also had 
to decide whether we should use a vendor-hosted solution versus a 
local-hosted solution. In terms of technical knowledge of the platform 
administrator, a vendor-hosted solution is less demanding and thus the 
platform can be setup in a comparative short period of time. Also, the 
platform provider takes care of the platform upgrade and data backup, 
which can be costly for a project with a limited budget. However, local-
hosted solution guarantees the long-term preservation of the data and 
service by making use of the technical and human resources of the 
hosting institution. It also facilitates the customization of the interface 
and searching function. The downside of a local-hosted solution is that 
it requires additional resources for supporting the technical require-
ment. Given that the Fun Project was a two-year project and there was 
no budget provision for technical support, it was a sensible decision to 
adopt the vendor-hosted solution in order to roll out the platform as 
soon as possible in view of its tight schedule. Also, MediaWiki develop-
ment is backed by Wikimedia Foundation with strong financial support. 
It is very unlikely in the foreseeable future that there will be any develop-
ment and maintenance problem with the codebase of Mediawiki.

Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki: 
Key Features

The aim of Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki is to preserve 
and make accessible materials on literary walk in all districts in Hong 
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Kong. It is anticipated that, in the long term, Hong Kong Literary Land-
scape MediaWiki will be a repository of the archival materials on liter-
ary walk. The Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki is accessible 
by not only the project participants but also the wider public. This fea-
ture supports the mission of knowledge sharing with a larger group of 
audience of this project. The structure of the Hong Kong Literary Land-
scape MediaWiki was designed according to eighteen administrative 

Figure 2  The home page of Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki. (CUHK 
Hong Kong Literature Research Center and CUHK Library, n.d.)
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districts in Hong Kong, which contains materials related to the liter-
ary walks in each district. On the main page of Hong Kong Literary 
Landscape MediaWiki (http://hkliteraryscenes.wikidot.com/), there is 
a word map of these eighteen districts. By clicking the name of the dis-
trict on the word map, it will bring you to the district subpage.

Each district subpage provides a list of critically selected articles 
related to its district. If the copyright of an article has been cleared, it 
also provides hyperlink to its full text. Apart from literary articles, the 
district subpage also contains the project outputs, namely literary maps, 
literary routes, project handouts, video clips, and the creative writings of 
the student participants. The literary route highlights the literary land-
scape and relevant articles along its route. School teachers can make use 
of these materials and handouts for their students to hone their skills 
in reading and writing. They can also utilize project materials to devise 
their own literary walk to enrich the learning environment outside of 
the classroom.

Figure 3  Literary map of Central and Western District. (CUHK Hong Kong Lit-
erature Research Center and CUHK Library, n.d.)

http://hkliteraryscenes.wikidot.com/
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Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki: 
A Collaborative Learning Platform

As a web 2.0 application, Wikis provide online collaborative function. 
The Wiki user is not only an information receiver but an informa-
tion creator as well. Wiki applications, like Wikipedia, adopted a very 
simple markup based on UseModWiki because of its simplicity and 
security. As an open-source program, UseModWiki is a user-friendly 
computer language that can be learnt and used very easily. The Hong 
Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki adopted the MediaWiki applica-
tion to build up a literary reading and writing platform. By making 
use of the discussion platform, both the docents and the student par-
ticipants are able to exchange their views and comments about read-
ing and writing. This kind of interaction can facilitate a collaborative 
learning environment. After submitting their creative writings about 
the literary walks of their districts, the project coordinator created a 
separate subpage for each piece of writing submitted by the student 
participants. The project coordinator then invited the docents to com-
ment on the creative writings in the discussion box after uploading 
these works. All student participants could respond to the comments 
made by the docent as well. They could add not only text but also pho-
tos and hyperlinks in the discussion box. This interactive process was 
an essential part of collaborative learning activities in the Fun Project.

Conclusion

The Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki is the first of its kind 
in preserving and providing access to literary walk materials in Hong 
Kong. Looking ahead, there are three major challenges in terms of 
sustainable growth and development of this Wiki project. First, there 
should be a sustainable funding support from public agencies. Given 
the success of the Fun Project, the organizers successfully solicited the 
funding support from the SCOLAR for three similar projects on liter-
ary walks for junior secondary students, namely Read/Write My City 
Project (2015–2017), Narrating Him/Her in My City (2017–2019), and 
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Fun Writing Literary Footprints Project (2019–2021). The deliverables 
of these projects have also been made available on the Hong Kong Lit-
erary Landscape MediaWiki. But what will happen after 2021 if there 
is no sustainable funding model for this Wiki project? Second, there 
is always a limit that we can successfully clear the copyright issue of 
the selected literary works that are used for literary walks. There is no 
doubt that the more full-text artifacts that can be made available on the 
Hong Kong Literary Landscape MediaWiki the better. Third, usually no 
more than twenty-five student participants were registered in a literary 
walk. How can the number of student participants be increased with-
out comprising the quality of Chinese language learning? We consider 
these three major challenges vital to the success of the Hong Kong Lit-
erary Landscape MediaWiki as a repository of the materials on literary 
walks in Hong Kong. In the long term, it is anticipated that Hong Kong 
Literary Landscape MediaWiki can be used as a digital humanities 
resource to map the literary landscapes and activities in Hong Kong 
using spatial analysis and visualization technologies such as Internet- 
based GIS. The author believes that Hong Kong Literary Landscape 
MediaWiki will help to uncover a range of findings from historical, 
cultural, and societal perspectives that have not been addressed before.
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Abstract

This chapter provides a step-by-step process for large-scale contributions of arti-
cles from scholarly publications to Wikidata, a collaborative data store project of 
the Wikimedia Foundation. Tools and processes in Wikidata, Zotero, and Google 
Sheets in particular are described; they relate both to the Wikidata platform and 
standard spreadsheet programs. The case of the Brazilian journal Anais do Museu 
Paulista is used to illustrate the process that can then be replicated with other 
publications and in other contexts.
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Introduction

Wikimedia-supported knowledge projects have seen robust acceptance in 
the Global South, notably in Brazil. Wikimedia projects are attractive in 
Global South communities for decentering the use of the English language 
and the low cost of use and access. In contrast, institutional repository and 
data platforms are prohibitively expensive, either in cost or maintenance, 
for Global South galleries, libraries, archives, and museums (GLAMs). 
These tools additionally require technology out of the reach of Global 
South institutions. Resources for “community-owned infrastructure, and 
robust metadata to facilitate open scholarship practices” (ARL Task Force 
on Wikimedia and Linked Open Data, 2019) have grown in both size and 
depth in Brazil and other Global South communities. In contrast, the high 
cost of computer hardware, software, and Internet connectivity in Global 
South GLAMs, as well as a lack of technology specialists, is a constraint 
unlikely to change at present or in the near future. Internet connectivity 
in Brazil is limited to 74 percent in museums and 66 percent in libraries 
(Centro Regional de Estudos para o Desenvolvimento da Sociedade da 
Informação, 2018). Some of these infrastructure and technological obsta-
cles are addressed by demonstrating the use of Wikidata to index items of 
scholarly articles in the Brazilian context.

Sources on Wikimedia Projects
Referencing reliable sources is an essential component of a Wikipedia 
article (Orlowitz, 2018), yet the quality of referencing has varied across 
Wikipedia instances in different languages (Lewoniewski et al., 2020). 
Some progress has been made in citation inclusion, but in general the 
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addition of references to a Wikipedia article remains an excessively 
technical endeavor. An instance of a reference is limited to its article 
and cannot be shared among articles; more importantly, it is difficult 
to move a reference between different-language Wikipedias, even with 
the support of translation tools.

Wikidata is a free, collaborative knowledge base (Vrandečić  & 
Krötzsch, 2014), and it can be used to overcome existing inefficiencies  
in the Wikipedia referencing model. The creation of items for scholarly  
articles and other periodical literature for a Wikimedia project is a useful  
contribution in its own right. A single, simple recent improvement to the  
article citation creation process in Wikipedia is the ability to create a ref-
erence based on a Wikidata identifier (QID), which can then be reused 
independently across different-language Wikipedias. A more advanced 
utility, not yet fully developed, would be a system in which article cita-
tions generated from Wikidata items are automatically updated or 
improved when the corresponding Wikidata item is enhanced.

Figure 1 highlights the imbalance of items for scholarly articles from 
North America and Europe in Wikidata in comparison to those else-
where. This chapter specifically aims to motivate editors from the Global 

Figure 1  Number of items for scholarly articles in Wikidata by country of publication. 
Retrieved on September 26, 2020. Data available at https://doi.org/10.5281/
zenodo.4051056.
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South and underrepresented communities to engage in the large-scale 
contribution of items for scholarly articles and related academic liter-
ature to Wikidata. For these editors, tools and processes that are com-
monly used in resource-richer communities are often not helpful, as 
they depend on data that are already well-structured and easy to auto-
matically feed to Wikidata. Commercial journal platforms and common 
metadata structures are well established in the Global North; in contrast, 
the situation in Brazil and elsewhere is ad-hoc. The process we present 
in this chapter is more easily replicable in Global South contexts.

Context
The edit-a-thon emerged among Wikimedia knowledge communities to 
increase content and depth of a subject area of common importance to 
its members or provide instruction on Wikimedia tools or practices. As 
the portmanteau of “edit” and “marathon” suggests, they are “in-person or 
virtual events where Wikimedia community members write or enhance 
Wikipedia articles, upload or edit metadata for images in Wikimedia 
Commons, add or enhance structured data in Wikidata, or other Wikime-
dia-related knowledge project activities” (ARL Task Force on Wikimedia 
and Linked Open Data, 2019). Edit-a-thons at Stanford University, Indi-
ana University-Purdue, University of Indianapolis, and Laurentian Uni-
versity are described in the literature (Allison-Cassin & Scott, 2018; Keller 
et al., 2011; Lemus-Rojas & Pintscher, 2018). Descriptions of edit-a-thons 
outside the Global North in scholarly literature, however, are lacking.

The activities of Grupo de Usuários Wiki Movimento Brasil (Eng-
lish: Wiki Movement Brazil User Group), a national-level Wikimedia 
umbrella organization in Brazil, range from group editing projects to 
instruction on advanced tools. The user group has organized two dis-
tinct activity modalities: edit-a-thons, known as maratonas de edição 
or editatonas in Brazilian Portuguese, and Wikidata Labs. In contrast to 
the edit-a-thon, the Wikidata Lab emerged in 2017 as periodic events 
to share resources and capacities for the integration of Wikidata into 
other Wikimedia projects, especially Wikipedia. This series of events 
was awarded the 2019 WikidataCon Award, in the Category Outreach. 
Wikidata Labs evolved into connecting Wikimedians to GLAMs and 
set up a space for working directly on their collections.
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The monthly events of the group, sustained activities, and tight com-
munity of practitioners of Wiki Movimento Brasil led to a large-scale 
project focused on content related to the Ipiranga Museum, commonly 
known as the Museu Paulista. The Museu Paulista opened in the late 
nineteenth century in a monumental building by the Italian architect 
Tommaso Gaudenzio Bezzi. The structure commemorated the inde-
pendence of Brazil and its early collections emphasized the natural 
history of the country. The long directorship of the historian Afonso 
d’Escragnolle Taunay reoriented its collections to emphasize the inde-
pendence movements and establishment of the federal republic of Brazil, 
the history of the state of São Paulo, and historical and cultural objects 
of the early twentieth century. The museum was integrated into the Uni-
versity of São Paulo in 1963. Bezzi’s museum structure is now a federally 
protected monument in its own right. Activities of the museum include 
the maintenance and exhibition of its physical collection and support 
of research related to its activities. The museum closed in 2013 due to 
financial problems and is expected to reopen in 2022.

Wiki Movimento Brasil and Museu Paulista partnered on April 4, 
2020, to organize Wikidata Lab XXI: Structuring Bibliographic Refer-
ences. The first part of the workshop was a webinar on how to automate 
the creation of Wikidata items of scholarly articles. The second part of 
the workshop was a collective effort among attendees to index articles 
from the primary journal of the museum, Anais do Museu Paulista 
(English: “Annals of the Paulista Museum”), into Wikidata. Twenty-six 
editors participated in the project, and their work resulted in creat-
ing 876 items: 511 for journal articles and 365 for authors. Ultimately, 
approximately 31,000 statements were added to Wikidata.

The Anais is a scholarly journal published by the Museu Pau-
lista since 1922. It serves not only to disseminate scholarship on the 
museum itself, but it is also one of the primary history and museology 
journals in Brazil. The Anais dates to the early period of Taunay’s direc-
torship of the museum and reflects his focus on the formation of the 
Brazilian nation. Taunay’s influence is mirrored in the journal’s early 
subtitle, “Organ of the History of Brazil Section, and Especially of São 
Paulo, of the Paulista Museum” (Bittencourt, 2012). It draws heavily 
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on contributions from academics associated with the museum and the 
University of São Paulo. Journal articles are, with few exceptions, by 
Brazilian scholars in Brazilian Portuguese. The editorial emphasis on 
the arts and history of Brazil continues to the present in the publication, 
which has a stated editorial objective to “discuss . . . themes related to 
material culture as a mediator of social practices, as well as innovative 
approaches to historical and museological processes.” A new series of 
the journal was launched in 1993 (see figure 2).

Figure 2  Cover of the first issue of the New Series of Anais do Museu Paulista, 1993.
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Importing Scholarly Articles into Wikidata via 
Zotero: Step-by-Step Process

The eight steps below provide a detailed description of a process to 
ingest scholarly articles to Wikidata using Zotero, a bibliographic cita-
tion management software. The process is the same used to ingest a 
body of articles of the Anais do Museu Paulista into Wikidata.

Step 1: Download Zotero
In this step, we use Zotero, an open-source software to manage bibli-
ographic data. Zotero Desktop is the desktop version of the tool and 
Zotero Connector is an extension for browsers to save online refer-
ences to Zotero. The combination of the two tools aims to make bibli-
ographic references fully integrated, interoperable, and synchronized. 
These tools are available to download at www.zotero.org/download/. 
Tutorials for how to work with Zotero are available at www.zotero.org/
support/.

Step 2: Import a Set of Articles into Zotero
Begin by creating a list of identifiers and use the “Add Item by Identi-
fier” button on Zotero Desktop to import them all at once (see top of 
figure 3). As of 2020, ISBNs, DOIs, PMIDs, and arXIv IDs are the only 
supported identifiers. Alternatively, add identifiers manually using the 
Zotero Connector extension in the browser by clicking on the “Save 
to Zotero” button at the top right corner of the article web page (see 
bottom of figure 3).

The challenge in this step is to decide on which alternative is less 
time-consuming or skill dependent: to produce a list of identifiers in 
a text file or spreadsheet or to add them one by one. If an article does 
not have any of the four identifiers, rely on Zotero Connector to add 
the article to the library.

Step 3: Create an Account on Wikimedia Projects
Users are not required to create an account or login in order to edit Wiki-
pedia, Wikidata, or Wikimedia Commons. However, an account and 

http://www.zotero.org/download/
http://www.zotero.org/support/
http://www.zotero.org/support/
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username are required, for any functionality beyond basic edits. Addi-
tionally, Wikidata user access levels only allow experienced users to batch 
import datasets (Wikidata contributors, 2020). To access this functionality:

•	Create an account by following the instructions at www.wikidata.
org/wiki/Special:CreateAccount, and

•	Make fifty valid edits or more and wait at least four days. This 
will establish you as an autoconfirmed user, and it will also allow 
you to use more advanced tools on Wikidata.

Figure 3  From top to bottom: screenshots of Zotero Desktop and Zotero 
Connector, showing usage of the “Add Item(s) by Identifier” and “Save to Zotero” 
buttons, respectively. Retrieved on September, 4, 2020.

http://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Special:CreateAccount
http://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Special:CreateAccount
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After this, restart Zotero and open “Program Preferences” under 
the Edit menu. To complete this step, highlight the “Export” tab, and 
select “Wikidata QuickStatements” under the “Default Output For-
mat” dropped down menu, as indicated in figure 5.

Step 4: Download, Install, and Set Up the QuickStatements  
Translator
Zotero and Wikidata are integrated with the use of a translator, a script 
that converts metadata stored in one format to another. The translator, 
which is called Wikidata QuickStatements.js and is part of a Zotero 
extension called zotkat, will generate a set of text commands to be 
imported into QuickStatements, an online tool program that can read 
and execute commands to create or edit a Wikidata item (Wikidata 
contributors, 2021). For this step:

•	Download Wikidata QuickStatements.js file at https://github.
com/UB-Mannheim/zotkat, and

•	Paste the Wikidata QuickStatements.js file into the “translators” 
folder (see figure 4) of your Zotero installation.

Figure 4  From left to right, screenshots of Zotero folder and translators folder. 
Retrieved September 9, 2020.

https://github.com/UB-Mannheim/zotkat
https://github.com/UB-Mannheim/zotkat
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Step 5: Check for Duplicates in Wikidata
It is important to not create duplicate items in Wikidata, so you 
will first need to check for your journal’s articles in Wikidata before 
uploading new items. There are several strategies to check for dupli-
cates. One strategy is to query Wikidata for items for scholarly arti-
cles from the journal on which you are working using Wikidata 
Query Service, a user-friendly interface to build and run data que-
ries on Wikidata, providing an overview of the statements of a set 

Figure 5  Screenshots of Zotero Preferences window, showing the Wikidata 
QuickStatements format chosen under “Default Format.” Retrieved September 9, 
2020.
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of items. An example of a query of scholarly articles from Anais do 
Museu Paulista can be found at https://w.wiki/bYF. To run a similar 
query for another journal, switch the Brazilian journal Wikidata QID 
(Q50426299) in row 11, as shown in figure 6, to the Wikidata item 
QID of your target journals.

Figure 6  Query commands to generate a list of identifiers of the articles from Anais 
do Museu Paulista. Retrieved September 11, 2020.

Once you have performed a query, the data can be downloaded in 
several formats and compared to the list in Zotero. To do this:

•	Download the query result in. csv format and open it into a 
spreadsheet software,

•	Import your list of identifiers into another sheet of the same 
spreadsheet,

•	Write a MATCH function to compare and match the identifiers 
from your list with the identifiers from the query result; for an 
example of a match function on Google Sheets, see https://sup-
port.google.com/docs/answer/3093378, and

•	Exclude the articles with a match from your Zotero library.

https://w.wiki/bYF
https://support.google.com/docs/answer/3093378
https://support.google.com/docs/answer/3093378
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Step 6: Upload to Wikidata via QuickStatements
To upload references to Wikidata, use the QuickStatements tool, men-
tioned before and available at https://quickstatements.toolforge.org/ 
along with Zotero. Begin in Zotero by:

•	Selecting all the references you have imported and want to upload 
to Wikidata, and

•	Clicking on “Edit” then “Copy as Wikidata QuickStatements” 
to copy the commands to the clipboard.

Then in the QuickStatements tool:

•	Click on “Log in” at the right top corner to log in to your account,
•	Click on “New batch” and paste the commands into the text 

field, and
•	Click on “Import V1 commands.” Look over the first articles to 

be uploaded, per Wikidata community guidelines, before click-
ing on “Run.”

It might take some time for QuickStatements to upload the references 
to Wikidata, depending on the number of commands and the Quick-
Statements server itself. Help on how to use QuickStatements is avail-
able at www.wikidata.org/wiki/Help:QuickStatements. Beware of the 
following possible mistakes and pitfalls: if the website of origin of your 
reference is not well structured, Zotero might import the items with 
duplicated information; Zotkat translator is not fully developed yet 
and some fields are not translated into QuickStatements commands, 
for example, the license; some properties present in Zotero do not yet 
exist in Wikidata and therefore are not imported.

Step 7: Check Completeness of Item Properties Using Wikidata  
Query Service
To check the completeness of data imported into Wikidata as part of 
a project, build a dashboard for Wikidata properties. An example of 
a dashboard for the Anais do Museu Paulista was generated using the 

https://quickstatements.toolforge.org/
http://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Help:QuickStatements
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Wikidata Query Service at https://tinyurl.com/articles-by-journal-qid. 
In order to replicate the dashboard for a different journal using the 
query from the Anais do Museu Paulista, change the journal QID at 
row 39 of the query.

The zotkat tool does not import the “journal of publication” 
statement to Wikidata. The items created, therefore, do not ini-
tially have this declaration on Wikidata. In order to monitor them, 
build a query using their associated unique identifiers. An example 
query for a subset of Anais do Museu Paulista articles is available at 
https://tinyurl.com/articles-by-identifiers. To replicate the process 
for a different set of articles, substitute their identifiers at row 42 of 
the query.

Step 8: Add the “Journal of Publication” Statement using PetScan
To add the “journal of publication” statement to the items created, 
use PetScan (https://petscan.wmflabs.org), a tool that lists items 
based on a query code and can add statements to them in Wikidata. 
To do this:

•	Add the identifiers of the articles created at line 42 of the query 
at https://tinyurl.com/articles-by-identifiers,

•	Copy the query code and paste it into the SPARQL field 
at the “Other Sources” tab in PetScan (see the top half of 
figure 7),

•	Click “Do it!” and wait until the results show up,
•	At the beginning of the results list (see the bottom half of 

figure  7), include the journal of publication statement that 
needs large-scale editing at the top right corner. An example 
for including the journal of publication for scholarly articles 
of Anais do Museu Paulista is P1433 (property for “published 
in”) and Q50426299 (item for “Anais do Museu Paulista”), 
and

•	Click “Start QS” to open a Quick Statements window with the 
commands and follow the instructions as indicated before in 
step 6.

https://tinyurl.com/articles-by-journal-qid
https://tinyurl.com/articles-by-identifiers
https://petscan.wmflabs.org
https://tinyurl.com/articles-by-identifiers
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Data Visualization

Bibliographic visualization is an important outcome of an initiative to cre-
ate items on scholarly articles in Wikidata (see figure 8). Scholia is a web  
service to create scholarly profiles and their associated visualizations 
based on bibliographic information in Wikidata (https://scholia.tool-
forge.org/) (Nielsen et al., 2017). Profiles may be built for individuals, 
organizations, works, locations, events, awards, and research topics. In 
the case of academic journals, it displays lists of publications and research 
topics as well as information on authors and citations. Displays are built 

Figure 7  From top to bottom, screenshots of the Pet Scan tool, highlighting the 
SPARQL and Command list fields, and the results list. Retrieved from https://
tinyurl.com/petscan-anaismp26092020.

https://scholia.toolforge.org/
https://scholia.toolforge.org/
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with the Wikidata Query Service; accordingly, information is updated in 
Scholia as items in Wikidata are added and enhanced. Scholia provides 
examples and a menu on the top to browse possible profiles. The pro-
file of Anais do Museu Paulista may be found at https://scholia.toolforge.
org/venue/Q50426299. Other bibliographic elements may be explored 
by changing the QID (“Q50426299”) at the end of the previous URL.

Conclusion

The process laid out in this chapter demonstrates a strategy for how 
to democratize the contribution of scholarly literature to Wikidata 
and to facilitate the diversity of cultural and regional origin of the lit-
erature that is contributed to the project. We relied on Zotero and a 
set of Wikidata tools to provide a large-scale body of article indexing 
from the Anais do Museu Paulista, a scholarly journal of the Museu 
do Ipiranga. Our case study and related guidelines seek to motivate 
and illustrate the inclusion of bibliographic literature from the Global 
South without an advanced skill set, an information-heavy technology, 

Figure 8  The coauthor graph—here, a fragment from Anais do Museu Paulista—is 
an output of the Scholia tool for publications. Available at https://w.wiki/XEw.

https://scholia.toolforge.org/venue/Q50426299
https://scholia.toolforge.org/venue/Q50426299
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or a well-structured dataset. The combination of tools and processes 
presented above forms a catalyst to promote knowledge equity in 
Wikidata, and in a wider context, bibliographic discovery and access.
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Abstract

This chapter focuses on the National Library of Scotland’s Wikisource transcrip-
tion correction project, an organization-wide effort during lockdown that gen-
erated 1,000 fully accurate transcriptions of 3,000 Scottish chapbooks, which the 
Library had uploaded to Wikisource, Wikimedia’s online library of digitized, out 
of copyright works. The project, which contributed to the Library being awarded 
Partnership of the Year 2020 at the Wikimedia UK AGM, is thought to be the 
largest ever staff engagement with Wikimedia, and has had significant benefits to 
the Library and staff well beyond the original aims of the project. Initially set up 
to improve the quality of optical character recognition (OCR) transcriptions in 
order to make the chapbooks more discoverable and searchable, the project gave 
staff a purpose and sense of belonging during lockdown, provided an opportunity 
to work with a varied and fascinating collection, and enabled them to develop new 
skills in editing Wikisource, drafting guidance documentation, and managing 
projects. Further to this, the initiative greatly increased library staff engagement 
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with Wikimedia, led to the formation of a Wikimedia Community of Interest, 
and resulted in the embedding of Wikimedia activity in staff work.

Keywords

Wikisource, Crowdsourcing, Scottish chapbooks, National Library of Scot-
land, Staff engagement, Digital skills.

Introduction

Like many cultural heritage organizations, the National Library of 
Scotland faces a significant challenge when digitizing texts: how to 
efficiently generate accurate transcriptions that meet users’ needs, 
not just for search and retrieval but also for computational analysis 
using text and data mining (Europeana Pro, 2019). The Library runs 
typed and printed text through OCR software to generate transcrip-
tions automatically and makes these available online alongside digital 
images on its Digital Gallery (National Library of Scotland, 2020a). 
Unfortunately, these often contain spelling mistakes and errors as the 
software struggles to deal with issues such as faint text, hyphenation, 
and archaic letters including the long-s (ſ) (Alex, 2012). Such issues 
require human intervention to correct but the Library lacks the staff 
resource to undertake this work. One area that the Library has been 
interested in exploring is whether corrections could be crowdsourced 
using Wikisource, Wikimedia’s online library of out of copyright, dig-
itized books. When a book is added to Wikisource, a community of 
thousands of editors work together to improve transcriptions using 
the platform’s in-built error correction module and then publish the 
book on Wikisource (“Wikisource,” 2020). Recent developments in 
functionality mean that the completed books can be exported not only 
in PDF or ePUB format but also as TXT files (“Wikisource:WSexport,” 
2020). The Library wanted to explore whether out of copyright, dig-
itized books from its collections could be uploaded to Wikisource, 
where transcriptions would be improved in collaboration with the 
Wikisource community and then reimported back into the Library’s 
image repository to improve the quality of search on the Digital Gallery.
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An opportunity to explore this workflow suddenly arose in March 2020, 
when the Library closed its doors as the United Kingdom entered lock-
down in response to the COVID-19 crisis. The Library’s ten-person digi-
tization team, whose work almost exclusively required them to be on-site 
using cameras and scanners to digitize books and other items from the 
Library’s collections, needed work that would have impact and advance 
projects, would be large enough to keep them occupied throughout lock-
down, and would require minimal access to the Library’s network or 
physical building space. This unique situation allowed the Library to test 
Wikisource at scale; within twenty-hour hours of lockdown the entire 
team was editing transcriptions for the Library’s recently digitized Scottish 
chapbook collection (Hagan, 2016) on the platform.

Chapbooks are small printed booklets that were sold for a penny or 
less on the streets, at fairs, and at markets. Typified by the use of wood-
block illustrations and covering a range of subjects such as murders, 
disasters, love stories, and biographies of famous people, they were 
staple reading material for much of the population in a time before 
modern communication systems were invented (Hagan, 2019). This 
depth of content makes them a particularly useful primary source for 
social historians of the period, while their engaging content matter and 
size—3,000 separate books ranging from eight to twenty-four pages in 
length—meant it was an ideal collection for exploring Wikisource as 
a tool for OCR correction. Within a few days of lockdown, it became 
apparent that there were several other members of Library staff who 
also had time to work on the Wikisource project. Like the digitiza-
tion team, staff in roles that were public facing or required access to 
the Library building were also limited in what they could do while 
working from home. By the end of March there were over fifty mem-
bers of staff taking part in the work; this number increased to seventy, 
which was over 20 percent of the entire Library staff (National Library 
of Scotland, 2020b), at the project’s peak.

It was exciting to have this unexpected, possibly once in a life-
time, opportunity to focus staff resources on a Wikimedia project, but 
rolling it out to several dozen staff in just a few weeks created many 
challenges. Arguably the greatest of these was that the Library, and the 
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country as a whole, was going through a huge change and staff had to 
adjust mentally and physically to their new reality. Most were using 
their own devices rather than Library laptops or PCs, so many were 
reliant on machines that were slow, out of date, or were shared with 
other members of their households. Furthermore, the level of Wiki-
media knowledge and understanding across the Library was quite low. 
The layout of Wikimedia sites, the concept of Talk pages and etiquette 
of communication, and the use of basic HTML tags when editing 
source code were new to a lot of people, especially nondigital natives 
and those who didn’t use digital technologies in their work.

In order to overcome these issues, the project team developed clear 
step-by-step instructions and guidance that covered all aspects of the 
workflow including how to set up a Wikimedia account and how to 
communicate with other users (“Wikisource:WikiProject NLS,” 2020). 
A project support group was set up on Microsoft Teams where staff 
could discuss the issues they faced; additionally, all documentation 
was stored on Office 365, so staff could read and access documents 
without requiring VPN access to the Library’s internal network. Rather 
than being assigned specific books to work on, staff were pointed to 
a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet that listed the books and the different 
workflow stages they were at; this allowed staff to select suitable items 
and to work on the project at a pace and time that suited them.

As mentioned above, the project team had very little time to plan 
this work in advance; one area that was initially overlooked in the rush 
to get the project started was codifying standards for the work being 
done. Wikisource has a Manual of Style (“Wikisource:Style guide,” 
2020), which outlines guidelines and recommendations to ensure con-
sistency and standardization on the platform. These recommendations 
mainly focus on trying to achieve an accurate representation of the 
original item in the transcription. For example using the {{center}} tag 
to bring a heading into the center of the page, or the {{text-indent}} tag 
for indented paragraphs, while also ensuring that the spelling in the 
transcription matches that of the original image. While this works well 
for straightforward texts, for more complex items it can be extremely 
time-consuming to ensure that the transcription accurately matches 
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the original item. For example, an incorrectly spelled word in a book 
should use the {{SIC}} tag to show both the incorrect spelling used 
in the original for historical accuracy, as well as the presumed correct 
spelling to aid with keyword search. It became apparent early in the 
project that to fully meet all of Wikisource’s guidelines, the proofreader 
would have to spend a lot of time on each book. Bearing in mind that 
the Library’s chief motivation for engaging with Wikisource was to 
generate and extract high-quality transcriptions, working in complete 
compliance with the existing standards would slow the process so 
much as to make it infeasible. Instead, the project team worked with 
key members of the Wikisource community to develop new standards 
that would allow a better balance between transcription quality and 
throughput. The agreed approach involved a focus on correct spelling 
and layout, while using some of the more common tags to ensure tran-
scriptions aligned closely to the original text.

Discussion around standards helped the team develop the project 
workflow, splitting the work into five discrete tasks, which are outlined 
below (“Wikiproject NLS Workflow,” 2020).

1.	 Upload multipage PDFs of digitized chapbooks and their asso-
ciated metadata to Wikimedia Commons using the Pattypan 
bulk upload tool.

2.	 Create Index pages on Wikisource, link these to the files on 
Wikimedia Commons, and add another link and information 
to the project Excel spreadsheet.

3.	 Generate initial automated transcription using Wikisource’s 
Google OCR engine then proofread to correct errors.

4.	 Validate the proofread transcription, publish to Wikisource 
(transclude), and link to author pages and Wikidata.

5.	 Export transcriptions as multipage PDFs, convert to single-page 
TXT files, remove header and footer information and tags, and 
reupload into the Library’s Digital Gallery.

In developing the steps outlined above, the project showed it is 
possible to set up an end-to-end workflow to successfully improve 
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transcription errors using Wikisource and reupload those transcrip-
tions back into the Library’s repository, which improves the search 
function of its digital collection. The project can be deemed a success: 
it has been estimated that at its peak there were more National Library 
of Scotland staff working on the platform than all other Wikisource 
editors combined; the project is also thought, anecdotally, to have 
been the largest ever staff contribution to a Wikimedia project. As of 
November 27, 2020, 1,064 of the 3,000 Scottish chapbooks in the col-
lection had been fully transcluded, with an additional 535 books fully 
proofread (“Wikiproject NLS Progress”).

However, despite all the effort in overcoming the challenges outlined 
above, the actual number of books fully transcribed has been quite 
low, and far lower than had been anticipated when the project started 
in March  2020. By the time the Library reopened in late July  2020, 
approximately 16,000 Scottish chapbook pages had been fully tran-
scribed. Considering that approximately seventy staff had contributed 
to the project over a twenty-week period, the actual number of pages 
transcribed per person was only around ten per week. Based on this 
progress, it seems fair to conclude that if an organization’s sole reason 
for engaging with Wikisource is to improve the quality of transcrip-
tions from their digitized books, rather than using Wikisource they 
would probably be better building their own OCR correction mod-
ule or buying one of the various commercial transcription packages or  
services that exist. The different stages of the Wikisource workflow take 
a lot of time: each Scottish chapbook was worked on by at least five 
different people as it progressed from upload to transcription export to 
the Library’s gallery. Added to this, there are several manual elements 
to the process that are time-consuming, such as generating indexes on 
Wikisource by copying each individual URL from Wikimedia Com-
mons, and frustrating, such as changing the OCR software from the 
default Tesseract engine to the far superior Google engine for every 
page. What is more, by adding books to Wikisource, there is an asso-
ciated responsibility to manage the book once it is on the platform, to 
interact with and be guided by the existing community and to adhere 
as far as possible to their standards.
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For the National Library of Scotland, however, the real benefit has 
been in areas far beyond correcting the quality of transcriptions, areas 
that had not even been considered at the start of the project.

The first of these was that Library staff experienced a huge amount 
of satisfaction and enjoyment from taking part in the project, with 
colleagues regularly tweeting about the interesting books they were 
working on and expressing their pride at being involved in the pro-
ject in internal Library and Union lockdown surveys. For many, taking 
part in the project provided them with something tangible to work  
on, something to achieve and contribute to when their work environ-
ment had changed so dramatically. It gave people who didn’t work with 
the collections on a day-to-day basis a much better sense of engage-
ment with the Library and the materials it holds for the nation, and 
also helped them feel more connected with colleagues they hadn’t seen 
since before the national lockdown.

Added to this, the Wikisource project has also given people oppor-
tunities to develop their digital literacy and skills by introducing them 
to Wikimedia projects and teaching them how to navigate the sites, 
contribute to open-knowledge initiatives, and learn how to use basic 
HTML and mark up for the first time. For the digitization team, who 
ran the project, the work had a secondary effect by giving them oppor-
tunities and responsibilities in a completely new area. Staff whose 
normal role was to digitize books—an important but often repetitive 
task—were given responsibility for different parts of the new workflow. 
One person, for example, became responsible for developing the inter-
nal guidance and training new staff as they joined the project, while 
another was responsible for liaison work with the Wikisource commu-
nity on standards and workflow. A third member of the team took on 
the responsibility for file upload, which allowed them to learn to use 
the Pattypan tool to bulk upload files to Wikimedia Commons. These 
new responsibilities gave staff in the digitization team more confidence 
in their ability and raised their awareness of the wider digitization 
workflow and the impact digitized collections can have.

Furthermore, the project has helped to increase staff awareness of 
and engagement with Wikimedia projects more widely. All staff who 
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have taken part now have Wikimedia accounts, have been trained in the 
basics of editing Wikimedia sites, and have received a bespoke Wiki-
source overview from Sara Thomas, Wikimedia UK Scotland Pro-
gramme Coordinator, and Ewan McAndrew, Wikimedian-in-Residence  
at the University of Edinburgh. Several Library staff also attended the 
Wikipedia and archives webinar by Kelly Foster in April 2020 and the 
Wikidata and cultural heritage collections session run by the Science 
Museum in June 2020. All of this means that the Library now has a 
better educated staff about the value of engagement with Wikimedia 
projects and there is now a strong base to develop future Wikimedia- 
related work. Members of staff who are now back to work at the Library 
are still working on this project during quiet periods, meaning Wiki-
media work is embedded in staff roles for the first time. Following the 
success of this project, a Wikimedia Community of Interest was set 
up at the Library, which has already had a significant internal impact. 
There has been more staff engagement with the 1Lib1Ref campaign 
and Wiki Loves Monuments, for which the Library uploaded over 100 
images in the 2020 campaign (Wikimedia Foundation, 2020), an intern 
was employed to write articles about the Library and its collections, a 
member of staff attended the Wikidata Summer Institute, and plans 
are in place to run a Bannatyne Manuscript Wikipedia edit-a-thon at 
the end of the year in collaboration with the University of Saskatche-
wan. This project has been a catalyst for far greater Wikimedia activity 
at the Library and collaboration with the Wikimedia community over 
the coming years.

And finally, adding digitized books to Wikisource appears to have 
improved access to and use of the Library’s digitized collections. 
Although no large-scale analysis has been undertaken, a sample of five 
randomly chosen Scottish chapbooks on Wikisource was viewed an 
average of five times per book, which, if expanded to cover the 1,000 
chapbooks already published on Wikisource, would suggest around 
5,000 page views per month for the entire collection, a figure that adds 
to views on the Library’s Digital Gallery site, and may well be higher 
because of Wikisource’s superior search engine optimization (SEO). 
Indeed, another quick, internal test of five different random books 
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showed that the Wikisource version of a book appeared higher than 
the same item on the Library’s Digital Gallery, with the Library’s record 
sometimes not even appearing on the first page of Google results.

The National Library of Scotland’s experiments with Wikisource 
have shown that the platform is not necessarily the best medium to 
use if an organization is solely interested in improving the quality of 
its transcriptions through OCR, as it is a slow process, requires sig-
nificant manual input, dialog and engagement with the Wikimedia 
community and agreement on standards. For the National Library of 
Scotland, however, the benefits of running this project have far out-
weighed these issues, and the improved transcriptions the Library 
has received have been more of a side benefit rather than the main 
reason for engaging with Wikisource. The project has brought a lot 
of positives to the Library, including raising the awareness off Wiki-
media platforms among staff, kick-starting an internal Community of 
Interest, and building relations with the wider Wikimedia community, 
all of which should make activity in this area a more sustainable ele-
ment of the Library’s work in the future. This initiative has developed 
staff skills and empowered them to grow in new areas during a diffi-
cult and traumatic time in their working lives, it has helped to bring 
an important digitized collection to a wider public audience, and it 
has created a workflow that will allow work to ramp up again in the 
event of future crises and lockdowns. Aside from anything else, the 
Library’s Wikisource transcription project has given a glimpse of what 
can be achieved when considerable staff resources are committed to an 
open-knowledge project.
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Abstract

Librarians, archivists, and museum professionals are increasingly realizing the 
value of using and contributing information to Wikipedia through projects such 
as edit-a-thons and the 1Lib1Ref project. As the amount of knowledge in Wiki-
pedia and Wikidata grows, the benefits to libraries in partnering with Wikimedia 
projects to enhance their own bibliographic records and catalog search results 
also increase. Conversely, librarians have created an immense number of biblio-
graphic and authority records that Wikipedia and Wikidata editors can use both 
as resources in and of themselves and as examples of various approaches to meta-
data and knowledge creation. Despite some challenges there are numerous bene-
fits for working to integrate library data with Wikipedia more closely.

This chapter will serve to highlight differences between Wikipedia resources 
and library catalog records, and how librarians and Wikipedians can learn from 
each other to improve description and discoverability in both Wikipedia and 
library catalogs for their respective users. It will also illustrate differences between 
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these two systems in order to reduce confusion and errors when data are merged 
uncritically. The discussion draws on experience gained from a previous Illinois 
State University Research Grant-funded project that used the Wikipedia List of 
African-American writers to enhance library catalog records.

Keywords

Authority control, Library of Congress Demographic Group Terms (LCDGT), 
Wikipedia lists, Metadata, Data integration, Cataloging, Wikidata.

Introduction

Librarians, archivists, and museum professionals are increasingly real-
izing the value of using and contributing information to Wikimedia 
projects, and as the amount of knowledge in Wikipedia and Wikidata 
grows, the benefits to libraries in partnering with Wikimedia projects 
to enhance their own bibliographic records and catalog search results 
increase. Librarians, archivists, and museum professionals have also 
created an immense number of bibliographic and authority records that 
Wikipedia and Wikidata editors can consult as information resources 
and examples of how to organize knowledge. Differences between 
Wikipedia resources and library catalog records provide opportunities 
for librarians and Wikipedians to learn from each other and improve 
description and discoverability in both resources for their respective 
users. The following discussion describes experiences gained from a 
previous Illinois State University Research Grant-funded project that 
explored using the Wikipedia List of African-American writers (Wiki-
pedia contributors, 2020a) to enhance MAchine-Readable Cataloging 
(MARC) records with demographic group terms for authors.

Trends for the library catalog currently integrate the discoverability 
of local resources with features of the larger web environment. This 
mixture often draws from existing metadata in library catalog records. 
Examples include allowing users to refine searches using facets, using 
Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records (FRBR) by show-
ing a work in its representation of versions and editions, using linked 
data approaches for common entities, and integrating community- 
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created systems like Wikipedia (Dempsey, 2012). As the largest library 
cooperative, OCLC has undertaken several collaborative partner-
ships between Wikipedia and libraries, such as the Wikipedia Visiting 
Scholar program and Project Passage (OCLC Research, 2020). OCLC 
has also urged catalogers to “integrate researchers’ external IDs within 
library applications and services as appropriate” to facilitate the crea-
tion of high-quality linked data between resources (Smith-Yoshimura 
et al., 2014).

In recent years libraries have undertaken attempts to integrate the 
library’s catalog data into the larger web environment for discovera-
bility purposes. An additional goal for libraries is to share and benefit 
from knowledge created by larger community-based open systems, 
platforms, and hubs such as Google Search, Wikipedia, Amazon, 
LibraryThing, and Google Books, by bringing them into the library 
catalog setting (Dempsey, 2012). The open-source library catalog, 
VuFind, offers optional features that allow users to view rich linked 
data content, such as author biographies via Wikipedia (VuFind 4.1 
Milner Library, 2020). Similarly, to improve the quality of services for 
both libraries and Wikipedia, Joorabchi and Mahdi (2018) designed 
a software system for automatic mapping of FAST subject headings 
that are used to index library materials to their corresponding articles 
in Wikipedia. Charting connections between the library catalog and 
other open systems, such as Wikipedia, creates a need for the imple-
mentation of linked data elements. The merging of data from different 
systems and its many descriptive forms under one discovery layer calls 
for linked data approaches so that the resources may be discoverable 
based on common entities and identifiers (Dempsey, 2012).

Both libraries and Wikipedia generate projects that allow users to 
refine searches with facets, lists, and categories. In 2013, the Library 
of Congress began exploring the creation of the Library of Congress 
Demographic Group Terms (LCDGT)-controlled vocabulary (Library 
of Congress, Policy and Standards Division, 2020). Through inclusion 
of new MARC fields in bibliographic records, the terms would allow 
catalogers to describe intended audiences and the creators of works. 
Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) and their subdivisions 



290	 Yon and Willey

already included information describing audiences and creators of 
resources (including demographic groups), but the format of the 
strings was not always clear to users in search results. With the use 
of LCDGT, there could be more precision in search results by faceted 
displays using these terms in the catalog, and clarity in the descrip‑ 
tions of the resources for users. Similarly, Wikipedia contains many 
lists of individuals in various demographic groups, often associated 
with a profession. Many of the Wikipedia lists correspond with the 
nine categories of the LCDGT vocabulary, one of which is ethnicity/
culture, which may indicate an agreement on what categories are useful  
between the two systems.

From 2017 to 2019, the authors led a project to examine the 
degree of agreement between the Wikipedia List of African-American  
writers (Wikipedia contributors, 2020a) and Library of Congress cri-
teria for determining if a creator would be considered appropriate 
for description using the LCDGT term African Americans. For the 
project, African American history subject expert Trumaine Mitchell 
found that there was a high level of agreement between individuals on 
the Wikipedia list and those whose resources might be described as 
being authored by an African American by the LCDGT criteria (Wil-
ley and Yon, 2019). From that project, additional lessons were learned 
about differences in the structure of information between Wikipedia 
(especially Wikipedia lists) and traditional (MARC) library cataloging.

At the time, the principal investigators were researching the degree 
of agreement between Library of Congress criteria and decisions by 
Wikipedia editors as to which writers could be considered members 
of the demographic group African American. The possibility of using 
Wikidata or Wikipedia lists updated by bots such as Listeria to popu-
late catalog search results was not considered during this research in 
favor of determining if the LCDGT criteria led to the same conclusions 
as those reached by Wikipedia editors. If there had been disagreement, 
that would have been a warning flag against integrating the two plat-
forms; however, thankfully there was not. As this article reflects lessons 
learned during this project, there is limited discussion of Wikidata, 
although it represents a wealth of possibilities for additional research.
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Similarities and Differences between 
Wikipedia Lists and MARC Cataloging

The initial barriers for participating in the Program for Cooperative 
Cataloging (PCC) versus Wikipedia differ considerably. The PCC 
requires institutional participants to undergo training through the 
PCC Secretariat before creating or editing Name Authority Records 
(NARs). However, creating Wikipedia lists only requires familiarity 
with word processing software, so most people will be able to use the 
visual editor to create and make edits to Wikipedia lists and pages 
with minimal or no additional training, although several tutorials and 
guides are provided for users. In the analysis of Wikipedia lists, the 
subject expert was quickly able to learn how to add the Authority Tem-
plate and the Library of Congress Control Number (LCCN) to Wikipe-
dia pages where it was lacking and did so with accuracy and efficiency; 
however, no attempt was made to train them on the creation of NARs 
or the editing of existing NARs because of the greater amount of time 
required to learn Resource Description and Access (RDA) standards, 
International Standard Bibliographic Description (ISBD) punctuation, 
and other cataloging skills.

The process for making changes to PCC cataloging policy and Wiki-
pedia policy also differs significantly. Partway through the creation of 
NARs in the project, PCC announced a moratorium on the use of the 
MARC 024 Other Standard Identifier field (Frank, 2018). In Novem-
ber 2020, PCC ended the moratorium and provided guidelines on the 
use of the MARC 024 field to link NARs to Wikidata identifiers, two 
years after the project. This allows NARs to link directly to Wikidata 
items, which are also used by the Authority Control Template in Wiki-
pedia articles to provide links to NARs and other identifiers such as 
the International Standard Name Identifier (ISNI) and Virtual Inter-
national Authority File (VIAF) (Wikipedia contributors, 2020b). No 
impactful changes to Wikipedia policy were encountered during the 
project, but it is understood that proposals can be made and imple-
mented relatively swiftly if approved by the community. This is not 
intended as a critique of the PCC deliberative process but may be seen 
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as an indicator that implementing changes in older established library 
standards such as MARC, which has undergone several changes and 
updates since it was developed in the 1960s, may require more delib-
eration and testing than changes to a relatively new system such as 
Wikipedia (developed in 2001). It may also be an indication that this is 
a larger conceptual step for cataloging systems than it is for Wikipedia.

A similarity between the two systems is that both Library of 
Congress and Wikipedia require citation of evidence to show 
why a person is described using an ethnic or racial group in some 
instances but not in others. In Wikipedia, the List of African- 
American writers includes a note to consult the Who is African 
American section (which has undergone several renamings since 
a section by that exact name was last present in 2012) of the Afri-
can Americans article (Wikipedia contributors, 2020c) and the 
individual pages should include citations to reliable resources jus-
tifying any claims of race or ethnicity. This can, however, lead 
to cases such as Stanley Bennett Clay (Wikipedia contributors, 
2020d) where they are included in the List of African-American  
writers (Wikipedia contributors, 2020a), but their page does not 
describe them as Black, African American, or any equivalent term, 
and they are not listed in the category: African-American writers 
page (Wikipedia contributors, 2020e). PCC policy also requires that 
NARs include a MARC 670 Source Data Found field for demographic 
information included in the record at the time of creation; however, 
catalogers can edit bibliographic records and include demographic 
information in the MARC 386 Creator/Contributor Characteristics 
field without the requirement to include citations showing how they 
reached that decision, as shown in figure 1. Therefore, both institu-
tions can be said to have requirements that users cite information 
supporting any addition of ethnic group information to certain 
records, and practices that specifically associate individuals with an 
ethnic group, but do not require citations to convey that information.

Additionally, there are differences in the structure of the LCDGT 
and Wikipedia lists. The LCDGT are generally broken down to a single 
facet, because they are intended to be used in individually repeatable 
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Figure 1  This image depicts Trombone Shorty by Troy Andrews, a bibliographic 
record, OCLC number 880349715 (OCLC Connexion, 2020).

MARC fields. Typically, two separate traits would be described using 
two different terms, one for ethnicity or culture and a second for nation-
ality. The term “African Americans” is in the ethnic/cultural category 
but also describes a nationality. Therefore, the term “Americans” will 
also be included in a record. There is also no LCDGT for the occu-
pation writer or author because creation of a bibliographic record is 
based on literary warrant. The overwhelming majority of entries in the 
Name Authority File (NAF) and bibliographic records are by writers, 
making that criteria nearly useless for sorting. Wikipedia lists cover 
many topics, but lists of people often seem to combine the criteria of 
nationality and profession (Puerto Rican comedians, for example). In 
order for library catalogs to incorporate Wikipedia lists into search 
results, these different approaches will need to be reconciled. Depend-
ing on how difficult this is, libraries may instead choose to incorporate 
information from Wikidata items or lists generated and automatically 
updated by tools such as Listeria (Manske, 2015). It may be easier for 
Wikipedia to generate lists from library records, as they can com-
bine the individual facets to form a list with as many characteristics 
as desired. This may also indicate a difference in design philosophy 
with librarians expecting users to utilize facets to narrow search results 
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in a library catalog, and Wikipedia users creating lists and categories 
with the expectation that users will engage in something more akin to 
browsing through search results.

Users of both systems face difficulty in creating complete and com-
prehensive lists of members of specific demographic groups. It was dis-
covered that two authors with works in the local library catalog were 
not on the List of African-American writers but have Wikipedia pages. 
Benjamin Griffith Brawley was a prominent African American author 
and educator, and several of his books were standard college texts in 
the early twentieth century. Phillip Hayes Dean, an African American 
playwright, also has a Wikipedia page but was not on the List of Afri-
can-American writers. Both have bibliographic records in the local 
library catalog with LCSH terms that included African American 
authors. This suggests that library catalogs may be useful in either pop-
ulating or at least providing initial leads on populating demographic 
group lists, although they will only reflect members of that group for 
whom the library has holdings. Wikipedia also includes both Wiki-
pedia lists and Wikipedia categories (and there are Wikidata items as 
well), and users may not always update all of these leading to lists and 
categories describing the same group but which include different items.

The Wikipedia List of African-American writers also included 
authors whose library bibliographic records did not record their status 
as African Americans, of course. One such author provided an interes-
ting example in how Wikipedia lists can be useful in discovering works 
not directly cataloged by librarians. Clarissa Minnie Thompson Allen 
was included on the List of African-American writers but did not 
have an NAR or catalog record for their novel, Treading the Winepress. 
Investigation revealed that Allen’s novel was serialized in The Boston 
Advocate, a newspaper, and not published as a stand-alone work. The 
portion that could be located has since been printed as an open-access 
book by the Illinois State University publications unit (Allen, 2019), 
but as catalogers rarely create records for individual parts of newspa-
pers, Allen’s work was never cataloged on its own record, and no NAR 
for Allen was created until long after the publication of her work. His-
torically marginalized creators often turned to publishing their works 
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in formats other than monographs. Wikipedia lists can be useful in 
locating creators and works that may not have individual bibliographic 
records in the library catalog.

Mapping data to fields in a bibliographic record from similar cat-
egories in each system is an obvious example of how libraries and 
Wikipedia can provide each other with additional information to 
draw from; however, Joseph (2019) suggests a fresh approach of how 
Wikipedia can contribute to the library catalog. One of the challenges 
library catalogs face is the loss of historical revisions to bibliographic 
records. This change came consequently from the physical card cata-
log transition to the digital library catalog. “Analyses that were possi-
ble with physical catalog cards can no longer be performed, and tools 
that process digital records leave no traces of the information they add, 
remove, or update” (Joseph, 2019). In 2015, OCLC stopped printing 
catalog cards. Revisions and the historical context of classification are 
omitted in the online catalog, removing a source that librarians could 
reference for past analysis. Wikipedia, on the other hand, allows users 
to track changes in its digital environment through its discussion pages 
and revision pages. Joseph (2019) believes the library catalog can ben-
efit from a similar practice, allowing analysis of changes and a larger 
field of subject domain experts to contribute to metadata decisions 
through discussion.

Library employees have easier access to databases, reference works, 
and special collections or archival materials than some Wikipedia 
members, which prove especially valuable in satisfying notability 
requirements for articles. While the Internet removes many barriers to 
access, older print materials are still largely held in libraries. Similarly, 
special collections materials are often only available through interme-
diaries or by on-site visits. Libraries also feel incentivized to provide 
citations from their special and local collections to bring greater visi-
bility to those materials. In the analysis of Wikipedia lists, the subject 
expert began their search in Google Books but also utilized interviews 
found in library databases to conduct their research.

The volunteer nature of Wikipedia also makes it an excellent source 
of editors with rich and varied subject knowledge. Domain experts from 
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around the world can apply their extensive knowledge to articles and 
lists, at their own discretion and convenience. Catalogers are also subject 
experts but will likely be expected to work on materials purchased by other 
librarians. Wikipedians’ volunteer status allows them relative freedom 
in choosing topics to contribute. While librarians generally must justify 
metadata created during their work time to stakeholders, Wikipedians can 
investigate topics and create lists on subjects of their choice. For the anal-
ysis of Wikipedia lists, reference librarians stated that patrons sometimes 
requested works by African American creators, which gave the project 
more credibility when composing the grant request. It is also unlikely that 
the project would have proceeded beyond the theoretical phase without 
grant funds to hire a subject expert in African American history.

Wikidata and Future Work

There is consensus among institutions that the future of this reciprocal 
relationship with data will be very advantageous and valuable as the 
catalog moves to new forms of discovery in libraries (Bartholmei et al., 
2016). In 2019, the Association of Research Libraries released a white 
paper by a task force of library professionals and expert Wikidata users 
with recommendations for librarians to use Wikidata to advance dis-
covery of their collections, faculty, and institutions. Many cataloging 
systems do not produce linked data and cannot make data available as 
open linked data. Research libraries may lower this barrier with par-
ticipation in the Wikidata community and infrastructure (Association 
of Research Libraries, 2019).

While the project under discussion used a list from Wikipedia, 
Wikidata offers a low-barrier, high-result method for creating and using 
linked data in libraries. It makes data not only visible but also reusable 
as linked data. In a 2016 International Federation of Library Associa-
tions and Institutions (IFLA) discussion paper, Stephan Bartholomei 
and others noted “the potential of Wikidata to draw linked open data 
and linked open data authorities together across the world’s languages 
and many different ontologies and taxonomies has enormous potential 
to support researchers around the world” (Bartholmei et al., 2016).
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The Library of Congress (LC), recognizing the potential of Wikidata 
as being a hub of identifiers, included links in their authority records 
out to Wikidata in spring 2019. They bulk loaded 400,000 more LC 
identifiers into Wikidata to add to the 650,000 IDs in Wikidata. This 
brought their total to about a million of their identifiers in the system. 
The majority of these identifiers are to their NAFs and 35,000 link to 
the Library of Congress subject heading file. Likewise, these links to 
Wikidata also appear on over one million Library of Congress Linked 
Data Service authority pages and in the data (Ferriter, 2019).

The PCC also acknowledges how Wikidata can be an important 
collaborative partner and system to help in the development of iden-
tity management and identifier creation for libraries and institutions. 
In September 2020, the PCC launched a Wikidata pilot project “to fur-
ther advance the movement toward identity management” (PCC, 2020). 
Over seventy academic and cultural institutions across the globe will be 
part of the pilot to increase the movement toward identity management, 
and membership in PCC is not required to participate in the project.

Conclusion

Even though the project had a narrow scope (focusing on one Wiki-
pedia list and MARC cataloging), the authors were able to learn many 
significant lessons about Wikipedia practices, cataloging, and how 
they interact. The practices and goals of catalogers and Wikipedians 
are often aligned, and even differences between the two group’s prac-
tices can be seen as complementary rather than opposed. The Wiki-
pedia-focused project also provided an excellent entry for the authors 
into associated services such as Wikidata and has led to further pro-
jects using that platform. With major institutions such as PCC backing 
Wikidata-related projects and Wikipedians-in-residence becoming 
increasingly accepted, additional opportunities for collaboration 
between Wikipedia and academic libraries are emerging. Critically, the 
reciprocity of knowledge and expertise between librarians and Wiki-
medians can significantly improve services and contribute greatly to 
the overall information landscape.
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From the initial conversations about what this publication could look 
like to the struggle of identifying a publisher, this project, like many, 
went through a series of ups and downs. But as drafts submissions 
arrived and peer reviewers returned their comments, this publication 
has been the one constant for my fellow editors and me. For some of us, 
this was the most complex scholarly project that we had undertaken, 
and for some of us, this was an extension of work previously done. But 
for all of us, this would be our first foray into Open Access (OA). To 
say that this task was an easy one would be a misrepresentation, given 
what we have all been going through the past couple of years. We are 
immensely grateful to our contributors, peer reviewers, publisher, and 
others who contributed along the way. Without them, this publication 
wouldn’t be the same.

From the beginning, this project was envisioned as an OA pub-
lication. Motivated by previous work with Wikipedia, Laurie had 
identified the need for a more encompassing publication that more 
accurately captured the work that academic librarians are doing in 
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regards to Wikipedia and its sibling projects. During the early stages of 
this project, there were only a few publications that had attempted to 
do this (Ayers et al., 2008; Proffitt, 2018). This fact became the impetus 
for Laurie’s interest in developing an OA publication that drew not just 
from the work of library workers in North America but also attempted 
to make it available at a more affordable price.

With this goal in mind, we began planning for this publication. 
From the beginning, we had a sense that identifying contributors 
might not be a difficult process given the increasing visibility of Wiki-
media-related projects that librarians were writing, presenting, and 
talking about. We anticipated that issues might arise as we attempted 
to identify authors from outside of North America, and similarly as we 
tried to seek funding for this project. As it turned out, the challenges 
came from elsewhere, and in this case, it was an issue that affected 
us all. Needless to say, the COVID-19 pandemic was not something 
that we could have planned for, but we still managed to finish this 
project due to the privileged positions that we editors hold. Yet, this 
project is much different than we expected, and how could it not be? 
The pandemic has affected all spheres of life and diluted any bound-
aries between our homes and workplaces. Because of these circum-
stances, we wanted to dedicate some space to talk about this project, 
its successes and failures, the risks and challenges that we faced, and 
the forces that kept it going and almost stopped it. Last, we wanted to 
dedicate space to highlight and uphold the work of our contributors, 
both those who made it to the final publication and those who did not. 
Their efforts have not gone unseen and their work should not be left 
unheard.

Planning and Preparation

Funding and Selecting a Publisher
While seeking a more “traditional” publisher like ACRL or Library 
Juice Press, who are two well-respected, library-centric publishers, 
would have been an option, our timeline and how much time we could 
dedicate to the project were unfortunately limited. So, we chose the 
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self-publishing route and began to identify a publisher that would be 
able to publish the final project within a reasonable timeline (ideally 
around summer 2021), could provide the right amount of services, 
would allow us to publish an openly licensed publication, offered an 
affordably priced physical version, and had reasonable publication fees.

Our initial search led us to Lever Press; however, that bid was not 
successful. After some research, we decided to seek a bid from Ubiq-
uity Press, an OA press in the United Kingdom. Though we were not 
entirely familiar with them, the services they offered, particularly their 
post-publication offerings, drew us in with the promise of contin-
ued access and the ability to keep track of scholarly impact. This was 
important to us since our goal was to publish all of the chapters under 
a CC BY license. I will speak more about the licenses in the next sec-
tion, but in short, we wanted our contributors to still maintain some 
ownership over their work. After a successful bid, we received a quote 
from Ubiquity that satisfied many of our requirements. However, we 
decided to seek another publisher since the initial quote1 would have 
made seeking funding a more intensive process.

Soon after our Ubiquity bid, we identified another potential pub-
lisher: Maize Books, an imprint of Michigan Publishing. Thanks to our 
University of Michigan sponsors, we were able to secure a bid for this 
project at a price point that would not put too much pressure on us. 
Given the reputation of both the University of Michigan and Michi-
gan Publishing and following the advice of some of our supervisors, 
we signed a contract with Maize Books to develop an OA publication 
that will be distributed both physically and digitally. After receiving an 
initial quote,2 we refocused our efforts to finish the call for proposals 
and seek grant funding. Ultimately, this project was funded by the fol-
lowing grants:

•	Creative Commons Global Network Community Activities 
Fund

•	Wikimedia Foundation Rapid Grant
•	Oregon State University Robert Lundeen Faculty Development 

Award
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Creative Commons License
Wanting to follow Wikimedia’s initiative and mission to “empower and 
engage people around the world to collect and develop educational 
content under a free license or in the public domain” (Wikimedia, 
2018), the intention was always to have one Creative Commons (CC) 
license for all the chapters. In the early stages, we discussed the pos-
sibility of allowing contributors to pick their license, but after some 
deliberation, we decided to publish the whole volume under a CC BY 
license and be transparent about that from the beginning. We chose 
this license because it would allow for the largest dissemination and 
would allow for our contributors to still retain some ownership over 
their work. We also considered the possibility of publishing the whole 
volume under a CC 0, no rights reserved license, but ultimately we 
decided against this option since this may have impacted the number 
of contributors willing to publish their work under a public domain 
license and because this license might have made it difficult for our 
contributors to track the impact of their work, use their published 
work as part of any promotion processes, or even make it difficult to 
justify the value of the work they are doing.

“In the Time of COVID”

Perhaps due to the optimism expressed toward the beginning of the 
pandemic, we believed that simply extending the proposal deadline 
would let us get through the worst of things. Little did we know that 
our reality was about to be overturned and that we would be writ-
ing, peer reviewing, and publishing our work during a pandemic. To 
this day, it is sometimes difficult to fathom how this book managed to 
take shape. While you may only be hearing our perspective as editors, 
I hope that you instead consider and thank our contributing authors 
and peer reviewers for their labor, both academic and emotional. After 
all, they stuck with us until the end and made it all possible.

This publication is just a microcosm of what academia and teaching 
have become during the pandemic, and the fact that we were working 
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with authors from different countries did not make this process any 
easier for anyone. There were times when we did not hear from one 
of our contributors and couldn’t help but think that the unthinkable 
had happened. There were times when all we could do was try to act 
professional and continue to work as if everything was fine; after all, 
we had signed a contract, we had gotten grants, and the work had to be 
done. Throughout this whole process, we experienced all of the forces 
of academia magnified. First by the pandemic, and then by the neg-
ative influences of neoliberalism, the cult of busyness, and resilience 
narratives.

One place where this influence was felt was the peer review pro-
cess. In general, there is some expectation of anonymity as part of this 
process, as the anonymity contributes to a sense of safety where the 
work being reviewed is only being critiqued on the basis of the work 
and not on the basis of the person. Unfortunately, because some of 
our grants required that we disclose who some of our contributors 
would be, it meant that we had to change our peer review process to a  
single-blind review. Though we did not experience many issues 
between contributors and reviewers, there is a slight sense that some 
of the “rigor” that the double-blind process would have afforded was 
lost. In a way, this is not something that we, as editors, were much con-
cerned about, but knowing that some of our contributors will be using 
their contributions as part of a tenure and promotion process, there 
was some pressure on us to provide that additional level of support. 
Yet, because some of that veil had been removed, we had the chance to 
introduce a certain level of care to our peer review process. For exam-
ple, instead of just asking for suggestions and revisions from our peer 
reviewers, we encouraged reviewers to comment on where the chapter 
they reviewed was excelling. For our parts as editors, our main focus 
was to build relationships—not just between ourselves and the docu-
ments we received but between ourselves and the people working on 
those documents. Yet this wasn’t always an easy task, given the state of 
the world and the limited space for vulnerability that the peer review 
process allows.3
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Advice and Recommendations

Needless to say, we were not the only academic endeavor that managed 
to be completed during the pandemic, regardless of our desire to shift 
to more pressing concerns. The fact remains, however, that we are able 
to do this work due to the great privilege that our jobs afford us, and to 
say otherwise would be a disservice to the efforts of essential workers 
that kept our workplaces, communities, and economies going. With-
out them, this publication would not be here.

From the beginning, this publication was designed to be open, and 
the many proposals that we received demonstrate the commitment 
that others bring to this cause. All in all, one of the biggest takeaways 
from this project is the realization that there is an increasing interest in 
open publications, given the response to our CFP. Thus, we hope that 
this volume is able to increase the number of people who care about 
improving access to knowledge and information, about reducing bar-
riers to access, and about the many communities of practices around 
the world. If you are reading this, above all, I hope that you reexamine 
the reach of your work, both the everyday kind and the scholarly, and 
reconsider how you disseminate and share this work.

Beyond providing some transparency to a process that is often hid-
den away and seldom addressed, we would like to close this “bookend” 
by offering a few recommendations for those interested in pursuing 
similar endeavors:

•	Remember that OA, like everything else, is not free. It may result 
in openly accessible publications, but there is still a cost attached 
to them. Going in with an expectation that you will have to raise 
the funds to fund a project will be essential to its success.

•	Costs will vary depending on the publisher, but you should expect 
to raise at least $3,000 for any self-published project. In order to 
raise funds for your project, start at your institution, then look to 
organizations that align to the purpose of your publication.

•	Recognize that the COVID-19 pandemic will result in further 
cuts and changes in funding across many institutions. In the near 
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future, funding opportunities might be limited and those that 
remain will have more strict guidelines and outcomes.

•	If the goal is to develop a peer-reviewed publication, identifying 
a pool of qualified reviewers should be part of the initial plan-
ning process. Establishing clear rules and procedures will also 
help facilitate this process.

Notes
	1	 Ubiquity’s book-processing charge (BPC) quote was about £7,500 for a 

twenty-chapter volume. The BPC quote included services like copyediting, 
index creation, cover design, and typesetting, among others.

	2	 Maize’s initial estimate totaled $4,500 for a twenty-chapter volume. This 
estimate included services like copyediting, cover design, and typesetting, 
among others.

	3	 For more on the peer review process as a place for love and care, read 
Brito et al. (2014).
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