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Sticky Note
In acknowledgement of being here together on colonized Indigenous land, specifically the traditional and current territories of the Mississauga and Haudenosaunee nations, I want to begin by contextualizing why and to what extent I contribute to Wikipedia. While I was drawn to the general spirit of the site prior to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, it was reading the outputs of the TRC and the Calls to Action related to education, that really solidified how I direct my editing time and energy.

As I continue to learn about the lasting impacts of the residential school system, the privilege the colour of my skin affords me, and the legacy of settler colonialism - which is continuing to play out in this country at this very moment - more often than not the voice in my head is often inclined to confess: I had no idea. 

And so I try to edit with that in mind. I intentionally look for opportunities to raise awareness and to fill gaps in online narratives in a way that puts my firm belief in social justice into practice. And I try to do it in a way that is readily accessible, findable and verifiable, which is why Wikipedia continues to be an online space I frequent, even if it means having to occasionally take frustration-induced editing breaks. 

With that said, I’m going to start by covering some Wikipedia basics, specifically guidelines that every editor is encouraged to follow. I’m then going to touch briefly on how these well-intentioned guidelines create and perpetuate barriers to meaningful representation of equity seeking groups on the site before I walk through some examples of what I see as positive purposeful editing outcomes. 



Be bold

● Five pillars

● Etiquette

● Help:Contents

● Wikipedia:Conflict of 

interest

● The Wikipedia Library: 

Cultural Professionals
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“Be bold” is the motto Wikipedia uses to encourage people to contribute to the site. Although everyone is invited to edit the site, it’s important to acknowledge that there’s a substantial learning curve to doing so effectively. There are also a series of guiding principles editors are expected to familiarize themselves with and follow, several of which I’ve linked to on this slide. I’m not going to cover each of them in detail, but I do want to comment on a few of them before moving on:   

1. More often than not, anyone being able to edit the site is used as a reason to dismiss it, which is something I personally find tired and exclusionary. This type of attitude suggests that only a certain type of person has the capacity to share and generate knowledge, and that if it isn’t coming from specific people it doesn’t have value
* Synthesizing information in a clear, concise manner is hard work and academics in particular could learn quite a bit from deploying the plain language, encyclopedic approach in their own writing outputs
* There’s also enormous benefit to anyone being able to edit - imprecise language, typos, and poorly written or inaccurate information can and will eventually be addressed, which means that our contributions don’t have to be extensive in order to be meaningful overtime. 

2. Wikipedia is an encyclopedia, not a promotional platform so while we may be inclined to sing the praises of a particular person or organization as a way to prove their notability, Wikipedia isn’t the place to do it. Plain, neutral, and reliably verifiable language takes priority over everything else, which can be a challenge if we’ve been trained to argue a point with rhetorical flare. 

3. You need to be mindful of conflicts of interest - doing so doesn’t mean that you have to avoid editing pages about people or events that fall within your personal areas of interest, but you do need to be mindful of how those edits may be interpreted. 

* For example I regularly edit and create pages that reflect people in Waterloo’s archival holdings, but I’m really careful about the language I use and the nature of the references I incorporate into the page.  (I have a conflict of interest statement on my User page) 

* The Wikipedia Library is a good resource for how to openly edit as an employee of a GLAM organization



Unpacking 

Wikipedia’s 

notability landscape
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Before I get into examples of how I focus my editing time and energy, I want to take a closer look at the issue of notability because it’s commonly an area people find challenging to navigate and, frankly, accept given everything we know about the lack of representation on the site. 

There’s a tendency to fault Wikipedia for diversity issues, and those types of arguments aren’t without merit. It’s important to note, however, that Wikipedia is positioned as a follower or as a reflection of what we collectively know, and it measures what we know based on reliable and verifiable published information..

Can anyone tell where this is going?




What are suitable 

resources?

● Wikipedia:Reliable sources

● Wikipedia: Verifiability

● Wikipedia:Reliable 

sources/Perennial sources

● Wikipedia:Reliable 

sources/Noticeboard
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Wikipedia’s reliability guidelines note that a source may refer to a piece of work, the creator of the work or the publisher of the work, and that any of the three can impact the reliability of a source. So, for example, an article may appear in the Toronto Star, a nationally recognized newspaper, but if it’s written by an opinion-editorial columnist, it’s likely going be expressing personal views, rather than objective facts, which makes it a poor candidate for sourcing (unless you’re capturing that person’s opinion).

The pages dedicated to reliability - some of which I’ve linked to here - walk through numerous points for consideration and they’re generally pretty useful until you start thinking more carefully about their implications. You can almost imagine it as an onion with an infinite number of layers, all of which are probably going to make you cry as you peel them back.  

For example, imagine an article written in an established publication with an editorial review board by an expert on a particular topic. All of those tick  the major reliability check boxes, right? But what if the publication is only available in the city where it’s produced? And what if it’s not available online? And what if it’s a publication produced within a marginalized community in the global south, and the expert who wrote it is someone the majority of Wikipedia editors haven’t heard of because they’re predominantly white and male and from the global north? The confidence we had when we initially checked those reliability boxes starts to feel less certain.. 

To peel back another layer of the onion, I’ve included a photo of journalists employed by major Canadian publications that gained quite a bit of attention at the beginning of the last federal election.** 

Does anyone know why? Everyone in the photo is white. 

I want to be clear that these journalists being white doesn’t necessarily mean they’re going to do a journalistic disservice to Canadians, but it does raise questions about their ability to meaningfully capture the people, events and issues that arise during an election cycle in a way that reflects the diversity of the Canadian population. One way to reflect about why this matters is to recall the photos of Justin Trudeau’s in blackface that surfaced - there was a vast difference between several of the reactions put forward by white columnists that effectively amounted to “everyone makes mistakes” and those put forth by non-white columnists who (rightly) pointed it out that the photos were an example of Canada’s long-standing and on-going history of racism that we’re not great at talking about.


**I don’t normally capture and include people’s tweets in my slides, but I feel okay including this one because it was shared by someone working for a major publication, in their capacity as a journalist



In order to understand the climate in which representation improvement 

efforts take place, it is important to first understand the means by which 

Wikipedia articles are created and evaluated. The site’s Five Pillars

outline that Wikipedia is an encyclopedia rather than a catchall for any 

and all information. This principle is enforced through the use of notability

as a check against which pages are nominated for deletion or flagged for 

revision. To establish and assess the notability of a person, topic, or 

event, Wikipedia guidelines position reliable, published sources as the 

basis for whether or not an article, and the points of view covered within, 

have a place on the site. (Robichaud & McCraken 2018)
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This is an excerpt from a 2018 article I wrote with Krista McCraken about editing Wikipedia as an act of reconciliation. It outlines the foundational assumptions impacting editing with a focus on equity, diversity and inclusion. 

At first read, the guidelines regarding notability seem pretty fair - if you’re creating a page the editing community wants to make sure that it’s about a notable person, topic or event and that there’s a verifiable and reliable paper trail confirming that notability. 

Thinking about these guidelines more critically, however, starts to highlight several points of concern. Perhaps the largest is the assumption that publications of record - preferred sources of verifiable facts - are free from the bias understood to characterize op-eds or personal blog posts. Put another way, that notable people are getting the attention they deserve in mainstream media and that everyone is getting that attention in an equitable manner. 

SPOILER: They are not. 
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In 2018, as part of the Overlooked project AMISHA PADNANI and JESSICA BENNETT acknowledged that: “Since 1851, The New York Times has published thousands of obituaries: of heads of state, opera singers, the inventor of Stove Top stuffing and the namer of the Slinky. The vast majority chronicled the lives of men, mostly white ones.”

This is important because obituaries are gold for Wikipedia editors as they summarize the accomplishments of a person’s life in a way that can be pulled from and referred to when creating or improving a page. Obituaries are particularly useful when they appear in major publications like the NYT because their very existence represents implied notability. If someone is important enough to be written about in the NYT, they’re likely important enough to have a Wikipedia page. 

While it’s nice to see these types of admissions, it’s hard to ignore that if the obituaries favoured white men for more than 150 years the rest of the paper was likely operating in the same way - which is a significant problem given NYT’s status as a high quality reference resource. 
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In 2018 National Geographic, another major publication of record, made a similar admission - specifically that until at least the 1970s the publication all but ignored people of colour. If they were presented in the magazine, it was often within the confines of racist language and stereotypical imagery that reinforced Western understandings of, for example, native people as simple minded hunters and gatherers or noble, intimidating savages. So, much like the NYT, the publication itself is calling it’s reliability into question yet both are still as examples of quality sources. 

As an aside: this article is now behind a paywall - the magazine acknowledged its racist past and then locked the admission down, which doesn’t seem like the approach to take when you want to get serious about a history of racism..
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Here’s an example of how everything we’ve talked about so far plays out. 

How many of your are familiar with Nana aba Duncan? 

She’s the host of the CBC’s weekend Ontario morning show Fresh Air and it took a length speedy deletion nomination discussion to get a page about her to the state captured here. The good news is that it’s still in place, but you’ll note the banner at t the top flagging multiple issues related to the citations. The main reason is that despite being a well-known radio host she hasn’t been written about extensively by media outlets other than the one she works for - she has a provincial radio show, and a long-standing career as a media personality but no one is writing about her in a significant way.  



Getting comfortable: 

Adding references, 

making text revisions and 

sharing photos

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Large_Format_Study_N._38_-_Flickr_-_rachel_thecat.jpg
d2robich
Sticky Note
For the remainder of the talk I’m going to move through examples of how you can contribute to the site with an eye on equity, diversity and inclusion. 

I’m going to start with some examples that amount to dipping your toes into the Wikipedia water, before moving on to more substantial contributions like page improvements or creation.



Sylvia Pankhurst
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Example of a text revision and reference add on the page about Sylvia Pankhurst, an English suffragette and campaigner against fascism. The text revision itself (which was based on an obituary!) was relatively minor, but if felt substantial because the difference between “being arrested on numerous occasions” and being arrested 15 times seems pretty important (to me).
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This is another example of minor text revisions that have significant impact. In the Region of Waterloo people are really invested in the idea that because the land we live on that was purchased, we’ve got a pass on the settler colonialism issue which often includes not accurately acknowledging the Land or the peoples who lived on it before us and continue to live there. 

This is a before and after of changes I made to the Waterloo County, Ontario page where I introduced information about the presence of First Nations peoples on the land prior to settlement and flipped an ‘Indian allies’ reference to more current language and linked to the relevant Proclamation alluded to in the original text. The current versions gives readers the opportunity to do more reading and get a better sense of the region prior to the arrival of German settlers. 



Contributing 

media to 

Wikimedia 

Commons
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If text revisions aren’t your thing you may want to explore sharing media. The Wikimedia Commons Upload Wizard walks you through standalone file editing and keeps track of the files you’ve shared over time. On the left is an infographic with copyright related prompts and on the right is a screenshot of some of the files that I have uploaded over time. 
Wikimedia Commons is the site where images used on all of the various Wikis are stored and use of the files uploaded there on those various sites is tracked on the relevant file page. 
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This is a photo I took of a land acknowledgement plaque I took outside of the Student Life Centre on campus, which I worked in to the campus section of University of Waterloo Wiki page with text acknowledging the school’s placement on the Haldimand Tract. 



Page improvement 

and creation

● Help:Your first article

● Wikipedia:Most wanted articles

● Wikipedia:Article development

● Wikipedia:WikiProject Women in Red
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For the remainder of the talk I’m going to share some examples of more involved edits including page improvements and creation. I’m going to start with examples tied to archival collections before looking at work that aligns with my personal interests and stated commitment to equity, diversity and inclusion.

In keeping with the focus of this talk, I’ll acknowledge a common theme in the examples that follow, as well as editing in general: 

* the people I tend to zero in on are predominantly women or gender-nonconforming; 
* the topics are those that have often been underrepresented on the site - feminized means of production, women in non-traditional roles or fields, etc; and
* holding myself accountable to EDI principles, doesn't necessarily mean I only focus on the negative - I try as much as possible to work on pages about people from equity seeking groups, apart from any injustice those groups may experience, simply because they deserve the same type of attention and care as, say, minor characters in episodes of Star Trek receive. 
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This is one of the first pages I worked on in my role as McMaster’s Wikipedia Visiting Scholar. In September of 2015, before I began revising the page it was rather brief and prioritized her open marriage, her affair with Bertrand Russell, and her family relations rather than her own notable acting and writing career. 
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The primary focus of the revised version of the page is on her various professional accomplishments rather than her personal life - those personal details are still present, but they are no longer the implied reason for the page or her notability. 
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Anne Innis Dagg is an example of someone whose papers we have in Special Collections & Archives at the University of Waterloo. The initial version of the page was fine, but it was a little rough around the edges. Over time I’ve worked to bring more balance to the extent of her professional accomplishments in a way that moves beyond a focus on her groundbreaking research on giraffes. I also added the infobox photo of her, which I took at a screening of the documentary The Woman Who Loves Giraffes, about her life and career. 
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Nancy-Lou Patterson is another person whose papers are held at the University of Waterloo. I’m including her as an example of someone who was exceptionally notable in life, but who wasn’t written about extensively enough in a standalone manner to allow me to confidently create a page that would [pass Wikipedia’s notability guidelines before she died. 
There are numerous ways to think creatively about Wikipedia’s notability guidelines, but the truth is that sometimes there isn’t a way to make a page for someone because they haven’t been written about in a critical mass of verifiable, secondary sources. It can be difficult to hit one of these walls, but the good news is that there are literally millions of existing or waiting to be created pages to offset the disappointment - the next few pages I’m going to talk about are examples of those. 
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Lillian Foster was a writer for the Toronto Telegram, where she worked for more than 47 years. I learned about her while reviewing press clippings held in the records of the Women’s Press Club of Toronto. Every reference on this page - all of which are from major Canadian publications - are available only in print or behind paywalls, but the information for tracking them down is available if anyone wants to verify what’s been written. 

The photo is thanks to my colleagues at York University who scanned and uploaded the shot for use on the page, since they hold the photographic negatives from the Telegram.. 
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This is a more recent page creation example that resulted from me working to understand what’s happening in Wet'suwet'en. Although things have improved slightly, the initial media coverage noted the differing opinions shared by band chiefs and hereditary chiefs, but it didn’t necessarily explain how the chiefs differed from one another. After doing some research of my own to try and better understand the distinction, I pulled together a page to help others with similar questions to my own. It’s not a lengthy page, but it does offer a succinct explanation and directs people to additional pages and resources for further reading.
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Lori Campbell is the Director of the Indigenous Student Centre at the University of Waterloo and ran as an NDP candidate in the 2019 federal election. I recently made the bold decision to replace what was previously a redirect to a list of Nightmare on Elm Street characters to a page about her. I have no doubt that the fictional Lori Campbell is notable in her own right, but I wasn’t entirely convinced that she needed to be taking up prime Lori Campbell real estate in place of a real life Lori Campbell. 



https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Minju_Kim&oldid=941299918
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I’ve included this page, because I want to underscore that you can edit and create pages about anything you want and still have it tie into a broader focus on improved representation. Ultimately I want to make it clear that you can absolutely create pages that align with your personal interests the same way people who are really, really into the X-Files or Naval ships do. This is a page I made for the winner of Next in Fashion, Minju Kim. I’ve gotten really into sewing over the past year, so I’ve also made pages for the sewing podcast Love to Sew and indie pattern designers Jen Beeman and Jenny Gordy. 
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My final example of a page I’ve worked on is the Canadian Indian residential school system page. I’m highlighting it not because I want to get patted on the back, but to underscore why I think it’s so important for people like myself to take on the work of educating others about systemic racism and injustice, rather than relying on Indigenous peoples or members of equity seeking groups to do all of the work for us. 

I worked on this page over the course of a year eventually getting it to a point where it obtained feature article status, which means it can be highlighted on Wikipedia’s main page. I’m proud of what I was able to accomplish, but significant stretches of the related work was simultaneously frustrating and exhausting. And I want to acknowledge that I’m saying as much as someone whose family hasn’t been impacted by the residential school system or the generational trauma that continues to echo throughout communities because of it and settler colonialism.



“Survivors” is a 

loaded, 

emotional term.
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This is an exchange from the feature article review process where another editor** claimed that ‘survivor’ was a loaded term that had no place in an encyclopedia. Given what I’ve learned about the residential school system, their argument was incredibly upsetting to me as a non-Indigenous person, so I can’t even begin to imagine what kind of harm it would have or may have done to Indigenous editors/readers following the exchange or working on the page. 

As frustrating as it was, it led to some important additions to the page that I feel strengthened the page and shielded it from further “it wasn’t all bad..” type arguments. 

**I haven’t redacted the other editor’s handle because this is a publicly archived exchange. 
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These are notes that are linked to at the very beginning of the residential school system page explaining why specific language and terminology appears throughout. Almost all of them are the result of exchanges like the one we just looked at. The first note explains why ‘Indian’ appears in the title of the page (it’s the proper name of the system) rather than Indigenous, because people were frequently editing the title of page to flip the terms; the second note explains why Indigenous has been capitalized; and the third underscores why survivor was intentionally used rather than something else. 

Some of the exchanges I had with other editors during the page improvement and review process were discouraging, but they ultimately led to changes, like these notes, that effectively shield the page from the same types of push back in the future. 
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Now to pull the nose of the plane all the way up, I want to highlight one of my favourite discoveries that I try to keep in mind when I lose sight of the broader impact editing Wikipedia can have in the long run. This is an Arabic version of the residential school page that was created by another editor using the English version. This is a community I never would have been able to reach or communicate with, but the time and energy that went into the English page had a ripple effect I never could have predicted so that Arabic readers can now also learn about the school system. 
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I’m going to end with one of my most important Wikimedia Commons contributions - a photo of a Persian pastry platter from the Archives Association of Ontario conference in Thunder Bay a few years ago. 




