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Introduction

This white paper provides a high level introduction into the world of Wikis.  It also shares the experiences that our project had configuring, maintaining and using Wiki, specifically MediaWiki.
What the Heck is Wiki?

Wiki is software that allows anyone to create and edit web pages with no to minimal technical experience.  A Wiki generally runs on a web server and is accessed through a web browser, such as Internet Explorer or Firefox.  By its very nature Wikis are ideal for collaboration.

Wiki has become so popular that on March 15, 2007 the word “wiki” was officially added to the Oxford English Dictionary.

Core Features

Trust

Due to its open nature a Wiki is viewable and updatable by anyone.  This reduces a barrier (approval) normally encountered when trying to keep information updated.  This trust that Wiki places in its users is not blind since every change is logged and can easily be rolled back.  Also a user with interest in a particular article can use the watch feature to be notified via email when the article is changed.

Ease of Use

Wikis are very easy to use and update since the web browser is its user interface.  Learning to use a Wiki does not require any special training or books.  This ease of use makes Wiki a great place to document everything.  A Wiki generally does not require information to be written in some specific format, which makes it easier to document knowledge in Wiki.  

Costs

In general the Wiki software is free.  For our project we use MediaWiki which is distributed under the GNU General Public License.  Wiki normally uses Apache as the web server.  Apache is licensed under the Apache License and is considered to be free and open source software.  Wiki normally uses MySQL as the back end database.  MySQL is licensed under the GNU Public License.  MediaWiki is written in PHP.  PHP is also free.

Therefore, Wiki + Apache + MySQL + PHP = FREE.

Some Wiki Versions

This section describes some of the common Wiki versions available.

Twiki 

Twiki is known as the corporate or enterprise version of the base Wiki software.  It has specific improvements ideal for the corporate environment.

MediaWiki

MediaWiki is the version of Wiki used by Wikipedia.  In general it has specific improvements related to displaying rich content needed for any encyclopedia, and is known for it’s scalability features.

JSPWiki

JSPWiki is Java based version of Wiki.  JSPWiki is known for its easy installation and has been used by individuals as their own personal Wiki.
The Wiki Architecture

Server

The server is the only location where any Wiki software is installed.  

OS

Wiki can be installed on most common OSes, such as Linux, Windows, UNIX, etc.  I would guess that Linux is probably the most common OS used for Wiki.  For our MediaWiki install we use SUSE Linux.

Database

Wiki normally uses MySQL as the back end database, but some versions can use PostgreSQL, Oracle, SQL Server, etc.  For our Wiki installation we use MySQL.

Web Server

Apache is the most common web server used by Wiki.  For our MediaWiki installation we use Apache.

Language

The different versions of Wiki are written in different languages that might need to be installed on the server.  MediaWiki is written in PHP.  For our MediaWiki installation we use PHP.  

Client

The client can be any platform or OS.  The client interface into Wiki is through a web browser.  There is no client side software to install.

Wiki Websites versus Wiki Software

A standard Wiki installation requires hardware, the Wiki software, web server, operating system, and back end database.  All this hardware and software has to be installed and configured correctly.  Or you can take the easy and still free route and use a Wiki website.  Here are three popular Wiki websites:

PBWiki

PBWiki is believed to be the largest Wiki website out there.  PBWiki claims to be larger then Wikipedia.

JotSpot

 JotSpot is another web based Wiki website.  It was acquired by Google on October 2006 and has stopped accepting new accounts.  Google intends to roll JotSpot into its web based application suite.  And, of course, it will all be free!

WetPaint

WetPaint is yet another web based Wiki website.  If you have signed up on Oracle’s Wiki then you will have noticed that it is based on WetPaint.

Personal Wiki

Personal Wikis are designed to only be used by one person.  The installation of a personal Wiki is considerably easier then the normal Wiki.  Personal Wikis are also known as Guerilla Wikis since the installation does not need to involve the company’s IT department or require any kind of special privileges on the user’s PC.  Search the Wikipedia website for a list of Personal Wikis.
MediaWiki

This section describes why we choose MediaWiki and some of the basics about our setup.

Selecting a Wiki

When I started reading about Wikis and the success companies were having, I figured Twiki would be the correct version for our project to use.  Twiki is considered to be the corporate version of Wiki.  But since I work on a government project, all the software has to be approved by the government before we can use it.  Twiki was not on the approved list, but MediaWiki was on the approved list.  And considering that Wikipedia uses MediaWiki, we figured it should be a good choice.

Recommendations

Security

From day one we had no desire to require users to remember yet another userid and password, so we downloaded and installed the LDAP plug-in.

Therefore once users performed their initial user creation within MediaWiki and checked the “Remember my login on this computer” there was no longer any need to log into Wiki since it was automatically done via LDAP.

MediaWiki was also configured to only accept LDAP logins.  This would make users accountable for any information they entered into the Wiki.

Setup your user page

All Wiki contributors are asked to populate their user page with at least their full name and contact information.  This becomes essential when examining the Recent Changes log and an unrecognized userid links to an empty page.

Watch feature

We decided to keep the entire Wiki open, which allows anyone to read or update any article.  So it is recommended that an author of an article use the Watch feature to be kept informed via email of any article updates.

Wiki POC

To ease management concerns about the inappropriate content we created an unofficial Wiki POC position.  Each group within our project is required to designate a Wiki POC.  The Wiki POC is the designated person that addresses any questions that group may have and is generally responsible to police the group’s articles.

Wiki FAQ

Obviously there are going to be questions when a Wiki is first introduced, so we create a FAQ and loaded it with some starter questions and answers.  Wiki users were free to add questions to the FAQ.

Statistics

Our Wiki has been in use since June 2007, and as of February 2008, Wiki reported the following statistics:

Total Pages: 

4,456

Legitimate Pages: 
1,680

Page Views: 

225,949

Page Edits: 

19,973

I have no way to compare or evaluate these numbers, but they look pretty good to me!!
Sharing My Pain (Lessons Learned)

In this section I describe the experiences and lessons learned we had with Wiki.

Selling the Wiki concept to Management.

I had to present and demo Wiki at various meetings to receive approval.  In my original demo to management I had changed the CEO’s name on the company’s article in Wikipedia.  I thought I was being slick and showing the flexibility and ease of Wiki.  What I didn’t realize was that I freaked out a few managers with my little stunt.  So be careful about what you demo in Wiki.

The Wiki name causes problems since it is an unusual and non-corporatish.  I updated my charts with an initial page explaining the meaning behind the Wiki name.

In the end I did receive approval to install Wiki on our system.

Free is good, right?

For our project we were able to install MediaWiki on an existing Apache web server that already had PHP and MySQL installed.  Therefore, labor was the only real cost in order to install and configure MediaWiki.  We were able to label MediaWiki as a zero cost solution.  All the approvals were in place so we were ready to install MediaWiki.

But there were certain groups and managers on the project that were pursuing a similar commercial based solution that included other collaboration features, such as blogs, portal, etc.  Their product was going to cost six figures, require new hardware to be purchased, etc.  Their product was still being evaluated, had not been approved, and potentially months away from implementation.  The other groups and manager actually rallied to prevent the final approval and installation of the zero cost MediaWiki solution.  It was unbelievable!  In the end common sense prevailed, and MediaWiki was given final approval.  And to this day that commercial product has not been approved.

Demo to the Helpdesk.  

With only a couple of days before we officially released Wiki to everyone on the project, the Wiki core group realized that we needed to train the Helpdesk staff.  Obviously, once we announced that Wiki was available then there may be questions, and those questions would most likely be directed to the Helpdesk.

The next day I demonstrated Wiki to the Helpdesk staff and closed with a Q&A session.

I thought the entire demo and Q&A went well until the last question.  The question basically asked if Wiki was now the new location where all the Helpdesk procedures should be maintained.  Since I am not responsible for the Helpdesk, it was up to the Helpdesk staff and its management.

But I did recommend that the Helpdesk put their procedures into Wiki since they can then reference Wiki when resolving problems.  Wiki will then have solutions to common problems that the Helpdesk encounters.  Based on the reaction, or lack there of, from the Helpdesk staff I realized that my recommendation was a huge mistake.  A staff member in the back sarcastically declared that Wiki was being setup to replace the Helpdesk staff.  The Helpdesk manager declared that was not the case, and they would have to evaluate Wiki.

To this day the Helpdesk staff has created approximately zero articles in Wiki…

If You Build It They Will Come.  Not!!

When the project’s Wiki was ready, an email was sent to everyone announcing its availability.  We started monitoring Wiki usage through the Recent Changes link and Wiki Statistics but over time we were disappointed with the usage/contributions.  We built it and they definitely did NOT come.  

One of the problems is that user’s logged into Wiki, looked around and didn’t find anything useful and lost interest.  Our Wiki was still very new, and there was not very much content at all.  

Marketing Wiki to the Masses

We realized that we needed to do some marketing to get the word out about the usefulness of Wiki.  So we came up with the Wiki Article of the Week email to get the word out about the useful new articles in Wiki.  

Change the Main Page.

One day I was answering a test director’s question about some Oracle issues, when he finally decided to ask me a question about Wiki.  He pulled up the Wiki main page, and then turned to me with a puzzled look.  It took me a minute but I finally realized that main page was useless.  There were no useful links or references into the knowledge within Wiki.

As usual we turned to Wikipedia to find examples of how they handled this issue.  The Wikipedia main page is broken down into many useful and interesting sections; such as, “Today’s featured article”, “In the news”, “Did you know…”, “On this day”.  Obviously this is a great main Wiki page.

For our main page, we added the Wiki Article of the Week, the Stub HUB and the Getting Started sections.  In the banner at the top of the main page, we added relevant domain links in the “Are you Looking For…” section next to the Welcome to Wiki title.

The Wiki Article of the Week is chosen by one of the Wiki core group.  An email is sent to everyone on the project and the main page is updated.  This allowed us to expose some of bit knowledge within Wiki to everyone on the project, and hopefully generate some interest in Wiki.

The Stub HUB section is updated weekly and highlights an article in the Wiki that is currently tagged as a stub.  An article that contains minimal information is tagged as a stub.  The Stub HUB brings an article to the attention of folks and that might be able to contribute to that “weak” article.

The Getting Started section provides some quick links for Wiki first time users; such as Overview of the Wiki, Creating a New Page, Editing Basics, and Wiki Cheat Sheet.

What Do You Mean I Can’t Upload this File?

It didn’t take long for users to try and upload various documents into Wiki.  Wiki does use a back end database, commonly MySQL, for storing all the articles, etc.  Therefore any documents uploaded into Wiki are stored in the database.  By default, MediaWiki only allows certain types of media files to be uploaded, like JPEG.

For our project we determined that “Wiki will not become a file server”.  Our MySQL back end database would quickly grow if we permitted the upload of any document.  Also, any documents that would be uploaded into Wiki would not be “searchable”.  Thus defeating one of the most powerful and popular Wiki features.  The contents of the document should be loaded into Wiki, not the document itself.

Three letter word searching works…errr…does it?

Eventually we realized that searching for three letter acronyms was not working.  A quick search of Google reveals that MySQL FullText indexes are not configured to index three characters words.  We updated MySQL and MediaWiki and enabled three letter word searching in Wiki.

Google for “three character searching MediaWiki” or “three letter searching in MediaWiki” for additional information.

Information in Wiki Became My Responsibility???

A Wiki user had entered information that resulted in a security violation.  Many folks had called me about the information asking what we were going to do about it.  Suddenly I found myself being responsible for knowledge in Wiki!!

Keep in mind that any information entered into Wiki will be viewable until a Wiki administrator actually deletes the article.  A user can edit information out of the article, but the history of the change and the actual information is available for viewing until the actual article is physically deleted.

Glossary

The IT world is filled with acronyms.  Now couple that with all the government acronyms that my project has to deal with everyday and the acronyms drive you crazy.  The glossary is so popular in our Wiki that we have a link to it on the navigation bar.

35 Word Documents with Screen Shots

One day a Windows’s Administrator approached me about moving 35 Microsoft Word documents into Wiki.  It seems these Word documents contained Windows How To procedures and had many screen shots documenting each step.  I did a little bit of Googling but really didn’t find anything that would easily perform the conversion.  There are some Visual Basic scripts out there that can convert the bulk of the Word document into a Wiki format, but there is nothing that would help load the potentially hundreds of screen shots into Wiki.

This is obviously frustrating since I could have gotten the Windows Administrators to start using Wiki to document their work.  
Wiki Resources

Websites

In this section I list a few of my favorite Wiki information websites:

www.wikipatterns.com

A great website that shares the do and don’ts about using a Wiki.

www.wikimatrix.org

A great website that compares the different Wikis available.

www.wikipedia.org

The ultimate Wiki website.

Books

In 2007, I searched Amazon for any books on Wiki and there really were no books exclusively on Wiki.  Well things are quite a bit different in the year 2008 as there are about ten books written exclusively about Wikis.

I have not read any of these books as I did most of my research on the web and in Wiki’s own documentation.  But I did find the following one of interest since it was coauthored by Ward Cunningham, the original developer of Wiki.

The Wiki Way: Quick Collaboration on the Web

By Bo Leuf and Ward Cunningham
Credit

If you ever have to install, configure and maintain a Wiki then you know that it is truly a team effort.  So it is only appropriate that I recognize the following individuals (in no particular order) for their efforts in helping make the project’s Wiki a success.
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