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“Many Wikipedia users are not able to learn from a significant portion of the 
content we have because of the way it is presented.” 

- Trevor Parscal, September 2015

● Who are we failing?
○ Choose an audience

● How are we failing them?
○ Identify their needs

● Where are they turning instead?
○ Understand their behaviors

Thesis



● Heavy Internet users
● Heavy Wikipedia users
● Access to multiple Internet-enabled devices
● Need information on a wide variety of topics
● Use our content in many different contexts
● Adopt new technologies, new resources early & often
● (relatively) easy to reach

Audience: U.S. college students



● Access
○ WMF a “corporate affiliate” of UW Human Centered Design & Engineering

● Size
○ 30,000 undergraduate, 10,000 graduate students

● Diversity
○ 28% Asian, 15% international, 13% Underrepresented minorities

Research site: University of Washington



● Used for school work
● Accessible via the Internet (website, app, DLC)
● Free to use
● Not provided by or through home university
● Not a search engine

Focus: Free Online Information Resources



Developed with and deployed by UW students 

● Resources students used — Wikipedia and ‘competitors’

● Features/aspects of those resources they found most valuable

● Ran for two weeks, 214 responses recorded

Method: Survey
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Top 5 FOIRs

resource mentions

Wikipedia 74

YouTube 40

Stack Overflow 32

Khan Academy 20

Coursera 11



Top 5 FOIRs

resource mentions

Wikipedia 74 21%

YouTube 40

Stack Overflow 32

Khan Academy 20

Coursera 11

total 177 50%



What they use it for

● Quick facts
● Deep exploration of a topic
● Jumping off point for further research

What they like about it

● Easy to find related information
● Access to sources
● Good quality
● Comprehensive

Wikipedia



What they use it for

● Tutorials
● Reviewing course material
● Subject overviews

What they like about it

● Entertaining
● Easy to understand
● Taught by real people
● Visual

YouTube



What they use it for

● Solve specific technical problems
● Learning best practices

What they like about it

● Expert-driven
● Lots of examples
● Quick

Stack Overflow



What they use it for

● Reviewing basic course concepts
● Learning subjects on their own

What they like about it

● Visual
● Good, clear explanations
● Easy to find relevant content
● Self-paced
● Comprehensive

Khan Academy & Coursera



● Wikipedia supports multiple learning activities: quick facts, topic survey, 
deep research

● Students find audio/video explanations easy to understand

● Online courses help students review class material at their own pace

● Q&A sites give students quick solutions for specific problems

Summary
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Longform
○ Encyclopedias, dictionaries, gov’t websites, news sites, tutorials

Social media and social Q&A
○ Facebook, Twitter, StackOverflow, Yahoo Answers, Reddit

Multimedia
○ YouTube, Pinterest, podcasts

Online courses
○ Khan Academy, Coursera, Udemy, EdX, Codecademy

Specialized search/answer engines
○ Google Scholar, Pubmed, Wolfram Alpha

Types of sites students use to learn



Types of sites students use to learn

Longform 48%

Social 17%

Multimedia 14%

Courses 14%

Search 6%
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● 90% of students use a smartphone to access the Internet

● Relatively few (7%) sites are used primarily on mobile

○ Wikipedia accounts for about 33% of these

Mobile trends
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● Create better topic overviews

○ en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outline_of_ancient_Rome

○ en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book:Thermodynamics 

● Optimize lede sections for topic exploration

○ meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Research:Newsletter/2016/July

● Expose content from sibling projects better

○ en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Athens

● Embed more multimedia

○ youtu.be/wlD_ImYQAgQ

Improve our content to support learning better

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outline_of_ancient_Rome
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outline_of_ancient_Rome
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book:Thermodynamics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book:Thermodynamics
https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Research:Newsletter/2016/July#Making_it_easier_to_navigate_within_article_networks_via_better_wikilinks
https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Research:Newsletter/2016/July#Making_it_easier_to_navigate_within_article_networks_via_better_wikilinks
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Athens#External_links
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Athens#External_links
https://youtu.be/wlD_ImYQAgQ
https://youtu.be/wlD_ImYQAgQ


● Make it easier to create videos, audio, interactive visualizations

● Make it easier to find relevant multimedia content

● Make it easier to organize related multimedia content

Support multimedia contribution and curation



● Card stacks

○ www.vox.com/cards

● Online courses

○ www.edx.org

● Interactive stories

○ www.nytimes.com/projects/2012/snow-fall

Build new platforms to support content remixing

http://www.vox.com/cards
http://www.vox.com/cards
http://www.edx.org
http://www.edx.org
http://www.nytimes.com/projects/2012/snow-fall
http://www.nytimes.com/projects/2012/snow-fall


Full report: https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Research:FOIR_survey 

Discussion

https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Research:FOIR_survey


Full report: https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Research:FOIR_survey 

Thank you!
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