Initial Findings from NYS Forum’s testing of Ning Collaboration Platform: www.nysforumwebguild.ning.com

The www.nysforumwebguild.ning.com collaboration platform was officially rolled out as a test/evaluation site for NYS Forum members in October 2, 2009 with an introductory email sent to the Webmasters’ Guild listserv (387 recipients) and co-chairs of some other Forum workgroups (such as Accessibility). This was followed up on October 13 with an email from the Emerging Technologies workgroup to all the other workgroup co-chairs inviting them to join ning as part of the Forum’s evaluation under the guidance of the Emerging Technologies workgroup. 

The tables below summarize some initial findings from the first month of use.  

Numbers and Statistics
	Test Time Period
	10/02/2009 – 11/02/2009

	
	

	Participants
www.govloop.com, formed @ 18 months ago has 21,261 members
	78 registered members: 

· 44 from Webmasters’ Guild listserv (out of 387 on listserv); 
· 13 active members (commenting, starting groups/discussions)
· 25 have uploaded photos of themselves for profile

	
	

	Groups

(groups are formed around interests or topics; the Forum could conceivably have one group for each Forum Workgroup and additional groups within these groups; www.govloop.com, has 587 groups.
	4 groups formed:

· Emerging Technologies

· PM COP 

· PM Steering Committee

· PM Roundtable

	
	

	Discussions
(this seems to be the main feature of ning – collaborative, threaded discussions; www.govloop.com has 1,088 discussions.
	4 started at top level (some others also started within groups):
· Web Analytics and Search Engine Optimization: Questions and Issues (no activity)
· Topics for 2009-2010 Monthly Meetings: (3 comments)

· Findings on Our Evaluation of NYSForumWebGuild (21 comments)

· Developing a Purpose Statement for NYS Forum’s Own Use of Web 2.0 Social Networking Tools (4 comments)



	Agency Access
	6 agencies have firewall blocks on ning (identified by Websense as a social networking site) that block all access or provide limited text-only access:

· DMV, OTDA, DOH, OSC, DOS, Civil Service

Members have signed on from at least 24 different agencies (including some of those listed above, by overriding the firewall or getting exemptions):

· DMV, SED, SUNYORANGE, DOL, OFA, DEC, OSCIC, DCJS, PAROLE, OFT, EMPIRE, DHCR, OSC, OPDV, TAX, MHRIC, SUNY, DOT, TROOPERS, OMR, DOH, ORPS, DEC, DOS

	Events
	2 events have been posted on the calendar

	Blogs
	1 Blog has been created, “Can We Build a Web 2.0 Community at the NYS Forum?” with 1 comment

	Shared Workspace
	1 document was uploaded to the Shared Workspace, but no activity


Feedback and Observations

	Pros 
	Cons

	· Good overall
· Good on capturing and threading discussions

· Good on forums and blogs

· Easy to use

· Like ability to have discussions

· Like ability to upload documents

· Good for social networking (person-to-person contact beyond known groups)

· Good for sharing information at a central site without needing webmaster to post

· Worked with Firefox 3, IE 7, IE 8
	· No singleton session pattern, multiple sessions allowed under one user/pw

· Prompted to install Adobe Flash player in IE 8 (violates agency policy)

· IE 7 pops us script error windows

· Lack of formatting for edit/display. No bullet list feature for example. Can’t collapse, re-sort threaded discussions.

· No wiki

· Feature for sending an invitation did not work correctly for one user

· Obvious accessibility issues with:

·  the Captcha function on registration, not having an audio option – makes it nearly impossible for sight-impaired to register. 

· Turning off javascript disables some key functionality such as replying to comments

· Firewall blocked access for some

· Security concerns:

· Ning falls under umbrella of social networking, like Facebook and MySpace, which provide access to all sorts of subject matter (some questionable and illegal?)

· Controlling access to just subdomains (such as www.nysforumwebguild.ning.com) is difficult because of need to access other domains for registration

· Provides possible access to other blocked access areas such as webmail

· Support 3rd party software, which may contain malicious code

· Privacy concerns with email addresses and content


Other Observations
· In evaluating ning tool, Forum should also look to reporting out on best practices, i.e., which tools to use and how to use them

· Test for and ensure 508 Accessibility with any social networking tool used by Forum

· In terms of collaboration, also need non-ning tools such as virtual meeting software and virtual conferencing

· To encourage use among Webmasters’ Guild members, perhaps restrict ability to listserv only to co-chairs and direct members to ning for information. 

· Need to build a community of active members and that may require reaching a critical mass of resources and interactions on the ning site to make it the place to go. 
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