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Comparative Analysis of Information Systems
Information systems are widely available on the World Wide Web.  There are information systems to provide news, weather, history, commerce, medical information and more.  The content, look and feel and features vary with each system.  This paper will review and compare two online encyclopedic systems: Wikipedia (http://www.wikipedia.org/) and Encyclopedia.com (http://www.encyclopedia.com/).  
Both websites offer ways to search for encyclopedic information, but they have very different looks and presentation styles.  The sources of information for the sites are also very different.  Wikipedia relies on users to create, edit and maintain entries.  Encyclopedia.com is a collection of other online encyclopedia, dictionary and thesaurus entries from such sources as Oxford University Press and Columbia Encyclopedia. According to Wikipedia, the site has more than 3.2 million articles and over 12 million registered user, including 1700 administrators.  Encyclopedia.com boasts “nearly 200,000 reference entries from sources you can cite.”  Encyclopedia.com is owned by HighBeam Research, an online library which provides access to more than 80 million articles with a paid subscription.
Comparison of Presentation Style
Wikipedia’s homepage is presented simply with a white background, and ten different languages shown arranged around a representation of the world.  Each language name has a link that brings the user to the main page for that language.  It also shows how many articles are written in that language.  Below the display of languages is a search box, with a choice of additional languages in which one may conduct a search.  

Upon selecting a language, such as English, the user is taken to the main page in that language.  On the left-hand side of the screen are navigation links, a small search box, links to interact with Wikipedia, a toolbox to see links and history associated with the current page, and a list of languages to change to.  The main part of the screen shows various boxes of blue showing “Today’s Featured Article,” “In the News,” “Did You Know…” “On this day...” and “Today’s Featured Picture.”  Each topic displays an article containing terms with links to other articles.  Below that are sections for “Other Areas of Wikipedia,” “Wikipedia’s Sister Projects” and “Wikipedia languages,” each with related links.

Encyclopedia.com does not have a language selection page as its homepage; its homepage is in English.  At the very top of the screen is a link to see research categories available.  Clicking on the link lists various research categories with links to information on those categories, and has a link to all reference sources available.  Below that is the header: on the left-hand side is a large search bar, on the right-hand side is a blurb about Encyclopedia.com, briefly describing the sources of information available on its site.  Going across the screen underneath are boxes of some suggested searches.  Each box shows a small picture with a search term underneath.  If a user places the cursor over a box, a section below it changes to information about that topic.  For example, a picture of basketball players with the word “basketball” is one box.  When the cursor is placed on top of the box, a highlighted area below it appears, showing the picture enlarged and a short encyclopedia entry from The Columbia Edition about basketball.  There is a link to read more and related entries, such as “Magic Johnson” and “Larry Bird”.  
Below the information related to the topic in the box are links to other popular search topics, like “income tax” and “Boris Becker”.  On the far right of this highlighted area is a graphic of two awards and text explaining how Encyclopedia.com has won two awards from the Software & Information Industry Association.  Scrolling further down the screen brings the user to a second search box.  Below that is information about Encyclopedia.com and a detailed description of the materials available in their reference collection.  At the very bottom of the page are links to the content and advertising network partners of Encyclopedia.com.  
Comparison of Search of Current Event
To explore the search capabilities of both systems, this paper will conduct searches on both systems.  The first search is on a current event – the crash of the plane carrying Poland’s president that took place April 10, 2010.  The “In the News” section of Wikipedia’s English homepage had as its first topic the plane crash and death of Poland’s president.  In the blurb, links were present to view entries about Poland, the president of Poland, the specific incident of the plane crash and the town in which the crash occurred.  

If the incident had not been displayed here, the user would enter search terms into the search box at the left of the screen.  As the user enters the search term “Poland president death,” Wikipedia suggests possible search terms.  The search results begin with a former president of Poland who had died, then a general entry for the “President of Poland,” followed by various other presidents of Poland.  Clicking on the second result, the general entry about Poland’s president, brings the user to a page outlining the duties and powers of the president.  At the very top of the page is a highlighted box that says the article is related to a current event, the crash of the Polish Air Force plane.  That link brings the user to an article about the event.  At the top of the page is a highlighted box that says entry details a current event and as such, information may change rapidly.  
Wikipedia’s entry for the current event includes links to terms throughout the article, video clips of people speaking about the incident, an image of the passenger list of the plane.  There are sections about the accident, the investigation, and the international response. There is a lengthy list of References at the bottom of the page, with links to various news articles cited throughout the entry.  There are links to Wikinews and Wikimedia Commons with related articles, as well as links to other aviation accidents occurring in 2010.  Finally, there are related category links at the bottom of the page.  There are also additional tabs on Wikipedia for discussion about the articles entry, a tab to edit the entry or create a new section, and a tab that lets the user see the history of the article entry.  


Searching for “Poland president death” on Encyclopedia.com gives the user a different experience.  There are no suggested searches as the user types the entry in.  The results list starts off with advertisements.  There is a banner ad at the top of the page, lists of linked ads just below the search bar, ads running down the left-hand side of the page and a banner ad at the bottom of the page.  The search results start off with topical entries for a Polish, German and American official, an entry for a region of Poland, and an entry for death.  This is followed by a section for related encyclopedia entries which include entries for Poland and various people.  To the left of these entries are video links to YouTube videos about the plane crash and death of the Polish president.  
Below the encyclopedia entries are dictionary entries that include the search terms in the entry.  Finally, below this are links to related newspaper, magazine and trade journals from HighBeam Research that mention the actual current event.  Each search result shows the user the source: a newspaper or news wire article.  However, these links bring the user to only part of the article – it shows the headline and first few sentences, but to read the full article, the user has to become a subscriber to HighBeam Research.  
Comparison of Historical Event
Since Wikipedia’s content is provided and driven by its users, it is able to be extremely specific and up-to-date.  Encyclopedia.com did not have any encyclopedic entries for the current or former president of Poland nor the crash that took place on April 10th.  It supplied links to partial news articles about the event, but only paid subscriptions could access the complete articles.  The next search will examine a historical event, one that is well-documented to see how the two sites compare.

The assassination of the former president of the United States, John F. Kennedy (JFK), is a well-documented historical event.  On Wikipedia, the user may type in search terms, and the list suggests possible searches: in typing “assassination of,” the suggested terms filled in “assassination of JFK.”  On Encyclopedia.com, the search results return suggested a few related topics, but none actually have anything to do with the assassination of JFK.  Below that, the encyclopedia entries begin with an article about the “magic bullet” that may have killed him, followed by an entry about his son.  Further down the page are related book entries that do include a search result for JFK.  

On Wikipedia, the suggested search term of “assassination of JFK” brings the user to an entire article dedicated to this topic.  The page includes a detailed description of the events of the day, the people involved, the investigation that followed, notes, references and external links.  There are also related pictures.  Throughout the article are links to articles on the key terms mentioned, such as “John F. Kennedy,” “Dallas, Texas,” “Warren Commission,” and “Jack Ruby.”

From Wikipedia.com, clicking on the “Magic Bullet” article returns a short article talking about a conspiracy theory surrounding the assassination.  There are no links to other articles, and only a couple of sources.  At the bottom of the article is a tool to help the user cite the article.  It provides formatting of the source in MLA, Chicago and APA style.  The user is only able to find information about the assassination within an article about JFK that was found under the dictionary section.  The article is one paragraph long.  

A revised search on Encyclopedia.com does bring a more complete result.  The new search terms, “assassination of John F Kennedy” return more relevant topics, and include a more comprehensive page on JFK from multiple encyclopedias, related links at the bottom of the entry to terms like “Presidents of the United States,” “Dallas,” and “Cuban Missile Crisis.”  There is a tab to compare entries side-by-side, a tab for further reading on the subject and a tab with questions and answers related to JFK.

Potential Improvements

Both systems have positive attributes and potential for improvements.  While Wikipedia is well-known, because it can be edited by anyone, it has a reputation for being unreliable as a source.  Encyclopedia.com is a compilation of trusted sources, but is not as flexible or well-known as Wikipedia.  Both sites can make changes to improve the quality, or perceived quality, of their offerings.

Because Wikipedia has content that is generated by its users, its content is flexible and up-to-date.  However, because it is not the product of a professional publication, many people have questioned the quality of the content.  Most articles do have citations to outside sources, which allow users to double-check the accuracy of what is written.  If an article does not have the proper citations, a notification is given at the top of the screen.  There are also ways for users to see the history of an article, to see how it has been changed over time.  


Wikipedia has these checks in place, but sometimes inaccuracies or deliberate misstatements occur.  One example of this is when Stephen Colbert made deliberately false statements in an entry about elephants.  He discussed this on his show, The Colbert Report, and urged his audience to make similar changes.  They did so until the articles were locked by an administrator (Spring, 2006).  Colbert was attempting to prove the point that Wikipedia does not necessarily represent reality. 
To combat this negative image, Wikipedia needs to create some oversight on article accuracy.  Perhaps they could appoint a board to proactively review articles for accuracy and relevance.  There are administrators who manage the articles, but this oversight board could be dedicated to article review.  A few, small advertisements could be placed to generate revenue to pay for salaried employees to vet articles.  Wikipedia itself could advertise its reference and vetting process, to reinforce the positive attributes of the site: its richness of content, including multiple language offerings, flexibility of keyword searching and responsiveness to changes and new developments.
Encyclopedia.com touts itself as the online encyclopedia that users can actually cite, referring to the negative image a Wikipedia citation has.  However, finding information to cite using Encyclopedia.com is not so simple.  It is only for English speakers, and its homepage is dedicated to touting its own offerings.  Upon entering search terms, the user is faced with sorting through lists of not-so-relevant results.  Articles contain only a few keywords with links to other articles, and are buried between advertising.
To become more relevant, Encyclopedia.com needs to make change their search algorithm to generate more relevant results and allow for more semantic searching.  It can link more words within the articles to other articles, to create a better browsing environment.  It can also provide more up-to-date content.  The advertising should also be reduced, so it doesn’t interfere with the articles as much.

Conclusion
Both home pages promote and support browsing, with the highlighted articles displayed at the beginning. While Encyclopedia.com is perceived as having authoritative sources, it is not as flexible or content-rich as it could be.  Wikipedia has much content, but is user-generated, and therefore is perceived as not reliable.  Both sites can make changes to greatly improve their offerings and usefulness.
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