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What’s a Wiki?
A wiki is a Web site that you can edit using your own browser window.  Instead of editing the HTML directly, wikis use a simple “markup” that is interpreted by the wiki “engine”.  For example, if you put a word or phrase in [[square brackets]], the wiki engine figures out that you want it to make a link to another wiki page—in that case a wiki page called “square brackets.”

Wikis are changing the way information is shared all over the web.  From private collaborative projects in a small committee whose members are strewn across the country to major wiki Web sites like Wikipedia, wiki technology is quickly becoming ubiquitous.  While ideas may not come immediately to mind when brainstorming library-related uses for wikis, a few implementations have proven that the ideas are “out there,” waiting for us to discover them.

The basics: What do you have to do to start a library wiki?

1.  Do some research on wikis.  What are they like?  What are the important terms and concepts?  What wiki engines are available?  What’s needed for each engine?

2.  Organize a core group of interested individuals.  It’s easier to get something accomplished if it’s more than just you, plus a wiki won’t work if you’re the only one who wants to use it.  

3.  Propose (to whoever you need to propose it to) that you implement a wiki.  Come up with some concrete ideas of what it might be used for.  We suggested replacing our Intranet, serving as a collaborative platform for the redevelopment of our Web site, and replacing specifically some pages related to library faculty research interests and publications.

4.  Once you have the go-ahead to implement a wiki, you need to determine a few things:

4a. You need server space.  Is the wiki going to be on your own server, a shared server, or elsewhere?  Why?  (We wanted our own server because we wanted full control over the data)

4b. Who’s going to keep the server and the wiki software up-to-date and problem-free?  It doesn’t take too much time, but the research you (or someone else) did on wikis in #1 will come in handy. (In order to help get our proposal passed, we suggested that our department take on the responsibility of keeping track of this particular server)

4c. What features does your engine need, and pick an engine that matches your needs. (We chose PmWiki for its ease of installation and use, lack of special requirements, customizability and extensibility)
5. Determine what exactly the initial reason is for having the wiki, if that hasn’t been determined yet.  There has to be a compelling reason for people to use the wiki, or they won’t want to learn anything new.  (We went with the research pages theme, and faculty were required to update their page)
6. Implement the wiki.  Depending on the setup, you may have to configure a web server (often they use Apache server, PHP programming language, and MySQL database server), install the wiki software, and configure the wiki to work the way you want it to.  Some engines practically install themselves; others require more than a bit of finesse.

7. If there’s no requirement that anyone use it, you’ll really have to explore ways to convince people to try it.  Getting a wiki started is the most difficult thing; once a few people have gotten into the swing of things, though, there’s no turning back.

Further reading and sources of help for getting started:
What is a Wiki?

“Wiki” article in Wikipedia: <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wiki>
Library Success Wiki: <http://www.libsuccess.org/index.php?title=What_is_a_Wiki>
Comparisons of Wiki engines:

In Wikipedia: <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comparison_of_wiki_software>

WikiMatrix (not for the faint of heart!): <http://www.wikimatrix.org/>

Library wikis:

UMN Libraries Intranet: <http://wiki.lib.umn.edu>

SJCPL Subject Guides: <http://www.libraryforlife.org/subjectguides/index.php/Main_Page>
Library Instruction Wiki: <http://instructionwiki.org/Main_Page>

USC Aiken Library (entire library Web site!): <http://library.usca.edu/Main/HomePage>
Wiki engines (typically with verbose instructions about requirements, installation, etc.): 
PmWiki: <http://www.pmwiki.org>

MediaWiki: <http://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/MediaWiki>

Oddmuse: <http://www.oddmuse.org/cgi-bin/wiki>
Wikka Wiki: <http://wikkawiki.org/HomePage>

Top Ten Wiki Engines: <http://c2.com/cgi/wiki?TopTenWikiEngines>
