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Abstract

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and Geomatics teaching experiences in the Geography Department of the Ghent University have revealed the growing need for students to consult reliable sources of information and definitions. In order to offer the students a reliable and nuanced reference manual on GIS and geomatics terminology, the Geography Department decided to develop a digital encyclopedia that collects information on diffent disciplines of geography which all can be grouped under the nominator of geomatics. An important source of information can be found in digital teaching documents, articles, courses and exercises.
Mediawiki, the software Wikipedia runs on, is used to create the online encyclopedia, called GeoWiki. The structure of GeoWiki tries to deal with both advantages and disadvantages of the Mediawiki software. Edits are only allowed after registration and certified articles are approved by members of the Geography Department and are protected from further edits.
Once a reliable amount of articles is created, the Geography Department hopes to expand the access to all users interested in GIS and Geomatics.
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Introduction

Ten years ago, the Ghent University has initiated a ‘plan for educational development’. This plan provides for the introduction of additional ICT applications that fit the growing need for a kind of education that is more efficient and also less dependent on time and place.
The most important tool that the university has introduced is the learning environment, called Minerva. This digital platform offers several possibilities to students to be in communication with their lecturers or other students, e.g. exchange of study materials, a course discussion forum, a personalized course calendar with bulletin board, etc.
Besides Minerva, the plan for educational development reserved a fund to finance some specific projects within several courses.
For cartography and Geographic Information Systems (GIS), 3 topics are developed:
· a general basic education of geomatics, including learning tool and an evaluation tool [1];

· application fields for the treatment of spatial information in archaeology;

· learning tools for GI software.

The online GIS and geomatics encyclopedia, called GeoWiki is part of the development to provide information for a general basic education of geomatics.
Need for an online GIS and geomatics encyclopedia

GIS and Geomatics teaching experiences in the Geography Department of the Ghent University have revealed the growing need for students to consult reliable sources of information and definitions.

First-year students often start with a varying level of background geography knowledge, due to the different study programmes in secondary education. An online reference manual on geomatics terminology can help to partly eliminate this difference in background.  
This reference manual also makes it possible for the students to have knowledge of specific geomatics’ terminology on a very short notice. In order to provide thorough training for students, it is important that they know the exact meaning terminology and have feeling of nuance in the definitions.
The main advantage of a digital encyclopedia is its flexibility with regard to accessibility and maintenance. Students are used to have direct access to information through the internet and are less tended to search for information and definitions in a library. The main advantage of an online encyclopedia is that it can be consulted at school, at home or any other location where there is access to the internet and at any time of the day, using a Virtual Private Network. 
The digital encyclopedia can also easily be corrected or completed by the staff, which makes it always up to date. 
The development of an online GIS and geomatics encyclopedia is a very labour-intensive job and the question can be raised why the Geography Department did not choose to use an existing encyclopedia. The reason to start with a new encyclopedia is twofold.  First of all, there is no such encyclopedia available in Dutch. Experiences show that it is very important for the students to have a reference manual of important terminology in Dutch, to thoroughly understand them and be able to make correct links with other definitions. It assures a correct usage in their native language.
A second reason is that the lectures can decide on the content of the encyclopedia and can supervise it easily. In 2005, an investigation led by Nature, made a comparison between the internet encyclopedia Wikipedia and the Encyclopaedia Britannica. This investigation, though officially disputed by Encyclopaedia Britannica, revealed that both encyclopedias had numerous errors, but that the difference in accuracy among 42 entries tested was not particularly great [2] . 

Development of GeoWiki
This online GIS encyclopedia, called GeoWiki, is primarily structured to be used by all students interested in GIS and Geomatics.
It is a well known fact that certain definitions are not subject to any discussion. e.g.: the Pythagorean Theorem (a2 = b2 + c2) expressing the relation among the three sides of a right-angled triangle can not be disputed. However, other definitions represent a certain viewpoint: some are subject to change while others have numerous different explanations.

An example of that is the definition on cartography. The definition of prominent association like ICA can simply be adopted or the research group can attempt to give an own interpretation.
Therefore, the online GIS and geomatics encyclopedia was designed to fulfill these needs. 
Mediawiki, the software Wikipedia runs on, is designed to create an encyclopedia but with open and free characteristics. The openness is both an advantage, because it leads to an enormous amount of articles [3] and a disadvantage, because the system is “unauthoritative and unreliable, that it exhibits systemic bias, and that its group dynamics hinder its goals”[4]. The Geography Department of the Ghent University has decided to use Mediawiki to develop an online reference manual on GIS and geomatics terminology. GeoWiki collects information on different disciplines of geomatics.
The Mediawiki software was altered in some ways to deal with the main disadvantages of the system. The use of featured articles and the semi-protection policy on Wikipedia are examples of recent arrangements to deal with these disadvantages.

GeoWiki is structured in a way that edits are only allowed after registration and access is limited to computers in the Ghent University domain only. The most important reason for that is that sometimes copyrighted material is used or examples from projects. In the long run however, access can be expanded to a lager extent.

Another important arrangement is the use of certified articles. These articles are approved by members of the Department of Geography and are protected from further edits. However, the discussion page is always open for any edits by any user.

An important drawback in our system is the small user group and this leads to limited edits. However, an important source of information can be found in digital teaching documents, articles, courses and exercises. Software was designed to process these digital documents into Wiki markup language.

Once a reliable amount of articles is created, the Geography Department hopes to expand the access to all users interested in GIS and Geomatics.
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Conclusion
By developing an online GIS and geomatics encyclopedia the Geography Department meets the needs of the students to dispose of a reliable source of basic terminology which is essential for a thorough understanding of the lectures.
GeoWiki uses the Mediawiki software but altered it in some ways to deal with the main disadvantages of the system.
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