Wikipedia & Wikibooks:  Important Tools for Teaching Ancient History

Wikipedia poses difficulties for instructors who aim to teach students good research and critical thinking skills.  Because of the policy of the on-line encyclopedia to accept entries and emendations from any contributor, faculty have generally viewed the source with suspicion, often forbidding its use.  However, a trend is arising among history teachers to embrace the technology and use it to show students that Web 2.0 is an important tool for doing history in the digital age (Davidson; Nix).  Wikipedia has valuable pedagogical applications and I use it to teach ancient history.  In addition to teaching content, my objectives are to develop and encourage a broad interest in history, to develop and improve students’ research skills, to foster written expression, and to empower students to take ownership of their own education.  Wikipedia and an in-house wiki program become the tools with which I work to achieve those goals.

Wikipedia is lively and pleasing to look at.  Entries have illustrations and accompanying maps and the text is concisely written, often containing ample information.  Students become engaged with the site.  They are also familiar with it.  The text is hyperlinked so that students can explore more deeply a topic that arises in the entry.  These links help to foster a sense of exploration.  Instead of having a static textbook, they have a dynamic resource that allows them to pursue interests.  The information, however, is not entirely reliable due to the open contribution policy; therefore, the data must be vetted.  This is an opportunity to teach research skills because the students undertake the vetting process by confirming and verifying the Wikipedia data by consulting other resources, such the Oxford Classical Dictionary.  

Teaching the history from the perspective of prominent figures works best. Students receive one to three prominent figures to research. Then they read the Wikipedia entries for those persons, noting down the facts set forth and exploring more deeply by means of hyperlinks.  Consulting other sources (for example, the Oxford Classical Dictionary), they double-check the facts and augment the data they have found in Wikipedia.  The students then write a report on their subjects, posting it on the class wikibook.  Wikibooks are a growing platform for students to construct their own textbooks, contributing to each other’s knowledge.  Not only do students write the entries for their textbook, they also read and evaluate their classmates’ entries, offering comments and hyperlinks to their own entries. To compensate for students concentrating on a few prominent figures, and coming to know only isolated short segments of the historical period studied, they collectively engage in writing an on-line wikitextbook.  The collective project allows students to develop an understanding of the arc of the historical period.  By writing and sharing what they have learned with classmates, they learn from one another and develop skills for lifelong learning (O’Shea, Baker, Kidd).  Students are actively engaged in their own education, empowering them to take ownership of what they learn.  
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