Wikiscandal

A Prominent Editor at the Popular Online Encyclopedia Is a Fraud


A prominent editor at Wikipedia, the online encyclopedia, resigned after it was revealed that he had not earned the doctorate he had claimed to and that he was, in fact, a college dropout. 

By RUSSELL GOLDMAN
March 6, 2007 

Wikipedia, the online encyclopedia, which allows anyone in the world to contribute and edit content, has found itself in the midst of another controversy, and its critics are not at all surprised. This latest scandal, at one of the Web's most viewed sites, involves a prominent editor who forged his credentials and faked having a doctorate. 

The editor, known by the moniker Essjay, described himself on his user profile as "a tenured professor of theology at a private university in the eastern United States." In reality, Ryan Jordan was a 24-year-old community college dropout from Kentucky who relied on sources like "Catholicism for Dummies" when correcting articles. 

Bottom of Form

Wikipedia prides itself on being an open-source encyclopedia that allows users to vet and edit content, but apparently no one vets its editors. 

The encyclopedia also made headlines last month when the history department at Middlebury College announced that it had banned students from citing articles found on the Web site in academic papers. 

Don Wyatt, chairman of Middlebury's history department, said he was not surprised to learn of the scandal at Wikipedia. 

"The main reason we distrust it," said professor Wyatt, "is that it's an open source. It's subject to too many hands in its editing and, as such, errors abound." 

"People like Jordan," he said, "can create whole personas that are distortions and misrepresentations of who they really are. Hopefully, this sort of incident will lead to greater professionalization in terms of screening individuals." 

But according to Charles Matthews -- a volunteer editor who estimates he has worked on some 100,000 articles -- the lack of professionals is the site's greatest strength. 

Speaking from London, Matthews said those volunteers who come to the site to edit and contribute are assumed to be acting "in good faith." 

"The success of Wikipedia," he said, "disproves its critics. It grows in size at 1 percent a week and is the No. 10 Web site in the world." 

Matthews said he considers Jordan's deception "unfortunate but comprehensible" and that the use of handles and anonymous postings is par for the Internet. He said there was mixed reaction among users, with many feeling deceived but others willing to forgive an editor he described as "a good 
Despite the open door policy for new editors, Sandra Ordonez, a spokesperson for the site, told ABCNEWS.com, "In the future, we will do more inquiring into the identity of people of trust." 

The controversy recently came to light when The New Yorker magazine wrote an addendum to a piece it ran in July 2006 profiling Essjay. When later pressed by the magazine, Jordan revealed he was "24 and holds no advanced degrees, and that he was never taught." 

Related Stories

Top of Form

Bottom of Form

Soon after he was outed, Jordan resigned as a contributor to the site. His user page now has a black banner that reads "retired." A posting signed by Essjay reads, "My comments here will be short and to the point: I'm no longer taking part here. I have received an astounding amount of support, especially by e-mail, but it's time to go." 

In a statement posted to his own user page, Wikipedia co-founder Jimmy Wales accepted Essjay's resignation and apology and wrote: "Wikipedia is built on (among other things) twin pillars of trust and tolerance. The integrity of the project depends on the core community being passionate about quality and integrity, so that we can trust each other. The harmony of our work depends on human understanding and forgiveness of errors."

Anonymous Editing: Wikipedia Can Track Authors

Programmer Says Some Try to Manipulate Entries 
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A programmer has created a way to track users who edit Wikipedia content.  (AP Photo)

From GMA 

Aug. 20, 2007 

More than 10 million people visit the unofficial encyclopedia Web site Wikipedia daily looking for information. 

The site, which debuted in January 2001, allows almost anyone to edit entries, but for the first time the public has learned where some of the changes are coming from. 
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Now the site, which bills itself as the largest knowledge resource in the world, has a way to track down those who edit content. 

Virgil Griffith, 24, wrote a program Wikiscanner that can match edits to Wikipedia entries to the computer networks from which they come. 

"Companies are trying to manipulate things if they can," Griffith said. "As for the CIA, they added very large sections. Another one is congressmen whitewashing their pages, so they will remove things like campaign promises." 

His program found that someone at a Wal-Mart computer apparently had changed a line. It used to say wages at Wal-Mart were 20 percent less than other stores. The new entry says the average wage at Wal-Mart is double the minimum wage. 

Another entry with a questionable change came on conservative commentator Rush Limbaugh's entry. When someone from a Democratic Party computer edited his entry, he went from a "popular" entertainer and talk show host to an "idiotic" one. 

Last year Wikipedia founder Jimmy Wales said that the site wanted people to participate and that he began the site to offer free knowledge to anyone. 

"We value openness," Wales said. "We value participation. But openness and participation can take a lot of different forms." 

Wikipedia has always restricted changes to a small percentage of articles and volunteer administrators, according to a report in The New York Times. 

Wales also suggested that the identities of people who edit content may not necessarily be hidden. 

"People should understand you are not necessarily as anonymous as you think," he said. 
Excerpts From Time Magazine Cover Story, December 18, 2007

How To Build A Student For the 21st Century

(Bold has been added to highlight statements about students in the 21st Century that tie in directly to our grant proposal.)

Becoming smarter about new sources of information. In an age of overflowing information and proliferating media, kids need to rapidly process what's coming at them and distinguish between what's reliable and what isn't. "It's important that students know how to manage it, interpret it, validate it, and how to act on it," says Dell executive Karen Bruett, who serves on the board of the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, a group of corporate and education leaders focused on upgrading American education.

This is a story about the big public conversation the nation is not having about education, the one that will ultimately determine not merely whether some fraction of our children get "left behind" but also whether an entire generation of kids will fail to make the grade in the global economy because they can't think their way through abstract problems, work in teams, distinguish good information from bad or speak a language other than English.

Throughout the year, the class will examine news reports, websites, propaganda, history books, blogs, even pop songs. The goal is to teach kids to be discerning consumers of information and to research, formulate and defend their own views, says Stroud, who is founder and principal of the four-year-old public school, which is located in a repurposed handbag factory.

Classes like this, which teach key aspects of information literacy, remain rare in public education, but more and more universities and employers say they are needed as the world grows ever more deluged with information of variable quality. Last year, in response to demand from colleges, the Educational Testing Service unveiled a new, computer-based exam designed to measure information-and-communication-technology literacy. A pilot study of the test with 6,200 high school seniors and college freshmen found that only half could correctly judge the objectivity of a website. "Kids tend to go to Google and cut and paste a research report together," says Terry Egan, who led the team that developed the new test. "We kind of assumed this generation was so comfortable with technology that they know how to use it for research and deeper thinking," says Egan. "But if they're not taught these skills, they don't necessarily pick them up."
