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Good Communication and Edit Summaries -- 

Examples of good communication in Wikipedia  
 

Like most writing, Wikipedia functions as a collective of contributors who must work together to 

produce quality content. However, its diffuse, digital, crowdsourced, nonhierarchical 

collaboration relies on a few forms of communication that are not immediately apparent. As part 

of this assignment, you will need to use these forms of communication to work with other 

contributors, past, present, and future.  

Policy Pages 

WP:Talk page guidelines  

 

WP:Communication is required  

 

Why communicate?  

 

Communication on Wikipedia is necessary to:  

● Make it clear what you’ve done -- it can sometimes be really difficult to see what past 

editors have done to a page. Good edit summaries and talk page posts (after a major 

edit) can make clear what you’ve done and help greatly with future editing.  

● Explain your edits -- other editors need to know why you’ve made the changes you’ve 

made, particularly in bold edits.  

● Discuss issues and potential edits - as we discuss in many of the other handouts 

(especially “the Problem for Wikipedia”), there can be complex conceptual and writing 

issues that arise in wikipedia. These need to be explicitly highlighted and discussed so 

that you leave space for other editors (whether they are around now or will find this page 

ten years from now) to also weigh in on these concerns.  

● Arbitrate disputes in edits - Wikipedia’s policies on consensus mean that no one editor 

has the final say on any given article’s form or content. Therefore it is part of the normal 

process of editing to need to arbitrate disputes in edits. Rather than engaging in an edit 

war, use other locations to work out the issues!  

 

If you don’t reach out, they will be much less likely to reach out to you. Sometimes, if you don’t 

reach out, they might reach out to you.This happened in 2021! It will be better if you’ve crafted a 

good post introducing yourself and explaining concretely what you’re doing  
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Where do you communicate on Wikipedia? 

 

There are really two kinds of communication, each with its own tools and venues:  

 

Direct communication 

Often you will speak directly to other wikipedia users. In order of importance and priority from 

most to least important: 

● Talk pages - the most important venue. These are specific for each page and are the 

primary location for working out any issues you want to propose to other editors.  

● User talk pages - if you have an issue with or want to communicate with another user, 

do so on their user talk page first. These are still public but they are specifically oriented 

towards that user.  

● Direct messages - use these rarely--only in the instance in which you have something 

to say to a user that does not need to be public knowledge.  

● Wikiproject pages - For those who get involved in a particular topic or form in wikipedia, 

some particularly active wikiprojects can provide another venue for discussion.  

● Other forums and arbitration venues -- you usually communicate here only once you 

have exhausted the other venues. These include deletion discussions, Conflict of 

interest resolutions, arbitrations of edit disputes, and discussions of wikipedia policy.  

○ One location like this for newcomers is the Teahouse. We shouldn’t need to use 

this in this course (particularly since we’re working with WikiEdu), but it is a 

useful resource if you keep editing wikipedia down the road.  

 

Indirect communication (Communication via editing) 

 Editing is itself a form of communication on wikipedia. Be cognizant of how you work and leave 

traces on wikipedia to assist future editors in working with what you have left. There are four 

primary things you can do with an article that will communicate to editors why you did what 

you’ve done and what still needs to be done:  

● Edit summaries - These are essential for explaining what you have done in any given 

edit and why. Before you hit “Publish changes” make sure that you insert an edit 

summary.  

○ Make this concise but also useful--other users will probably check the edit 

summary to see what you’ve done and experienced users might scan the edit 

summaries to see how an article has evolved.  

○ Don’t be afraid to directly cite policies, e.g. “Deleted sentence due to WP:OR” 

● Sandboxes and other drafts -- Sandboxes provide a place for you to propose major 

changes (especially for organization) so that others can have a say before you 

implement changes. - Go here for information on using a sandbox 

● Tags -- these can be for the whole page, for a particular section, or for particular 

sentences (the “citation needed” tag). Use this to earmark for other editors work that 

needs to be done.  
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○ Removing tags can tell other editors that changes have been resolved. If you’re 

confident that an issue has been resolved, you can remove tags yourself, but in 

some cases you might want to run this by the talk page first.  

● Your userpage - often editors who are working on the page you’re working on will check 

your userpage and contributions list to gauge your level of experience and familiarity 

with Wikipedia. Sometimes fleshing out your userpage can help humanize you to other 

editors and provides the immediate indicator that you’re not a bot, troll, paid editor, or the 

like.  

 

In general, Wikipedia attempts to have these conversations in public so that anyone can see 

what was discussed and potentially hop in, even if it is years from now.  

 

Your initial talk page post 

 

Assume the role of a real world editor. Your communication here should be to the point. 

State your goals for the article, questions you may have, mix in small amounts of 

encouragement to engage the community, and leave it at that. 

 

Examples of successful communication  

1. Edit arbitration using a Talk Page 
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Example: Western Massachusetts (Good example of consensus in the talk page) -- before and 

after + Talk Page 

Example: Baba Yaga (good example of how a student should handle “don’t bite the newcomer” 

and it turned out as a positive experience) (before + after + Talk Page) 
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Example: Folk Rock (positive interaction between student and an active editor on the page) 

(Before + After + Talk Page) 
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2. Helpful edit summaries 

 

Make sure that your edit summaries are useful and clear for the other editors.  

 

Example: Walt Disney Classics -- (Before + After) These are good edit summaries. You do not 

have much space for your summary, so uploading your edits piece by piece with attached 

summaries is helpful, as seen below. 

 
 

 

3. Working with Live Editing using Edit summaries 

 

Note how the examples below handle nearly simultaneous editing using edit summaries to help 

clarify what is being done by each contributor. Please don’t be intimidated by this but rather 

work with the editing being done, reaching out as needed and collaborating as they are willing.  

 

Example: Horrible Histories -- (Before + After) 

 

Example: Cinderella Story -- (before and after) 
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Example: It (novel) -- Before + After 

 

 

4. Using talk pages to engage the community 
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A good talk page post will naturally leave space for other editors and hopefully highlight and 

focus on particular questions of interest. A generic talk page post is not usually useful. Try to 

engage as if you were a community member rather than a student.    

 

Example: Coconut Milk -- (Before + After + Talk Page) The student politely requests a user who 

removed their edits to justify their removal. 
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Example: Health information on the Internet (Before + after + Talk Page) *States clear objectives* 

 

Example: Basic life support -- (Before + after + Talk Page) → The outside editor came in just for 

a logistical tip, but the student capitalized on the editor’s responsiveness in order to prepare a 

better follow-up edit. 
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Other examples of live editing:  

● Horrible Histories: Before + After - This was a case of live editing. The student edited 

heavily alongside Coin945 

● Ancient Music: (before and after) 

 

Collaborative editing via a Sandbox 

 

A sandbox functions as a kind of communication. This is your space to freely work and having 

other editors coming in to collaborate with you here will improve your upload before it goes 

“live.”  

 

Example: Ice Circles -- (Before + After + Sandbox) – user: UnfoldingWords is the student on this 

list if you follow the Sandbox link. Observe how other editors were able to come in to help when 

given a free space to do so. Typically, you will leave a link on the article’s talk page so other 

users can access your sandbox. 

 

5. Userpage Interaction 
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Occasionally, interaction will move onto userpages. Here are a few examples:  

 

Example: Western Massachusetts -- user talk page. Here, the student went to an active editor’s 

talk page in order to further communicate with them about their work on an article. 

 

 
 

 

Example: Lightwater Valley -- IP address talk page. Here, an editor left the article’s page in 

order to address what appeared to be a misinformed new editor. The experienced editor left tips 

and backed them up with Wiki Policy in hopes to resolve the argument that had been ensuing 

on the article’s page. 
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This is scary! What if there is an issue? -- Positioning your 

communication 

 

1. Don’t bite the newcomer 

 

While communication on Wikipedia might be intimidating for some, know that you are protected 

by the behavioral guideline known as “Don’t bite the newcomer”. The summary: wikipedia needs 

new editors and therefore all experienced editors should go out of their way to be 

accommodating for new editors.  

 

Example: Baba Yaga page (before and after) – Sometimes, an initial interaction might appear 

more direct and negative than intended. See these edit summaries below:  

While this was intimidating, once the student reached out to Boodofox, they were quite nice and 

collaborated to greatly improve the article.  

 

 

2. Your status as a student 

 

However, don’t expect different treatment just because you are a student! While it is fine to say 

that you’re a student (you’ll be tagged as such in your userpage and on the talk pages you are 

assigned via the WikiEdu dashboard), it is very frustrating to other editors if you invoke your 

status as a student to try to speed things along or otherwise force your edits through. Most 

definitely do not invoke your instructor as inherently more authoritative than community editors!  

 

The goal here is to engage with the community, not barrel them over for the sake of the 

assignment.  

 

We don’t want this happening (from the One Tree Hill article’s talk page): 
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This kind of interaction doesn’t help your case, looks bad for educational uses of wikipedia, and 

builds frustration about students on Wikipedia! 

 

3. What if someone is not nice or something goes wrong? 

 
 

First, take a deep breath. What might read initially as threatening might not be so threatening 

when you look at it more closely. Then: 

● If your edits were deleted/undone without explanation, it may be just a hasty action by 

editors who are combing through edits by new users.   

● Check to see if they left you any indication in the talk page, edit summaries, or your user 

talk page about the edits.  

● You can approach them in the talk page for the article or at their user talk page.  

● DO NOT edit war.  

● Consider if there were things that you may have done that warrants any suspicion or 

undoing. Were your edits appropriately crafted? Did you make changes that needed to 

be run by the community first? Are there particular issues about this page that might 

have made other editors a bit more suspicious (for example, see the article on 

Fruitarianism or Vampire Lifestyle discussed in the “WP:FRINGE” handout) 
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● Remember that “Don’t bite the newcomer” puts the larger wikipedia community on your 

side. If others don’t play nice and explain themselves after you make an attempt to do 

the same, then you can ask for help. 

○ Your instructor can come to your aid but only on equal ground as another editor 

not as your instructor.  

○ The WikiEd assistant can do likewise  

● Ultimately, problems can be resolved more formally using Wikipedia’s Dispute resolution 

channels.  WP:Dispute resolution 

○ However, I have yet to have anything even approaching needing this level 

of intervention.   
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