Use of Wikis for the Introductory MIS Class

Yasin Ozcelik
Fairfield University

Fairfield, Connecticut 
Wiki software have become very famous since the Internet’s first free encyclopedia, Wikipedia (www.wikipedia.org), was launched on January 2001. For a history of Wikipedia, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Wikipedia. The source code of the Wikipedia software, also called the MediaWiki, is freely distributed by the Wikimedia Foundation (http://wikimediafoundation.org/wiki/Home) under the GNU public license. The “wiki” inflation in these names may be confusing at first, but one gets used to them over time. For those of you who are interested in more “wikis”, there are numerous clones of the MediaWiki available at the website http://www.worldwidewiki.net/wiki/OneBigWikiAlphabeticalIndexA.
MediaWiki, and most of its clones, is written in PHP language and uses a MySQL database, which is the Open Source counterpart of SQL. You don’t need to be a PHP or SQL guru to install them but some basic knowledge will save you a considerable amount of time. You can also learn a lot from their rich documentation.
In contrast to other online encyclopedias, the significance of Wikipedia is that it is a voluntary and collective work, i.e., anybody can contribute to the existing online content. From that perspective, the development process of Wikipedia content is very similar to the Open Source software development. There is no single central authority to accept/reject additions to the content—the authority is simply delegated to registered users. If the newly added content is not satisfactory, it is always possible to revert back to previous versions because the software keeps track of the revisions. 
There have been a continuous debate on the accuracy of Wikipedia content among IS researchers. Here is an online survey conducted by Larry Press from the California State University, seeking inputs about this debate, http://express.perseus.com/perseus/surveys/1734848031/1e78143f.htm. Moreover, Paula Berinstein has recently published a very good online review about Wikipedia at http://www.infotoday.com/searcher/mar06/berinstein.shtml. She compares the free Wikipedia content with those offered by other online commercial encyclopedias.
I am using several open source (or free) software products for my Introduction to Information Systems classes and MediaWiki is one of them. I have been looking for ways to implement groupware software in my classes so that students can collaborate without meeting face-to-face while they are creating online content for their term projects. MediaWiki was exactly what I have been looking for! Well, it is free but that is not the best thing that it can offer. After creating an account at my wiki site (www.misworld.org/isopedia), my students can start editing their content by discussing with each other on the website and changing the content in real-time. The online content is actually half of their work--they are also required to present their findings in class.
My experience with the Open Source software, and MediaWiki in particular, has been positive so far. I am sure that software like MediaWiki will find its way in academia and be an indispensable tool supporting our teaching needs. They will be especially useful for us who teach MIS classes because we will be demonstrating a real-world case, rather then making students read about a real-world case. At this point, the use of wikis by companies (including Amazon.com) deserves some explanation but I will leave it to you to do some research. If you have any questions about MediaWiki, you can contact me at yozcelik(at)mail.fairfield.edu. More information about me is available at www.misworld.org (yes, it belongs to me ()
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