Chapter 9

Case Studies

Fish4info
School Library System of
Genesee Valley BOCES

This text in this section is from a blog post by Michelle
Boule, originally published on the ALA TechSource Blog.!

What exactly is Fish4info and who is the audience?

Fishdinfo is a library portal designed to meet the
needs of K-12 librarians, but it certainly can be
used by other types of libraries. The heart of the
system is a library catalog (most certainly NOT an
OPAC) that is fully integrated with the rest of the
portal. The vision behind Fish4info was a desire to
create a positive library experience. | wanted to
change the typical library catalog which is often
used as a pass-through to information into a des-
tination where students would stay and interact.
This means that the catalog had to become more
social. To accomplish this, we fully integrated book
reviews into the catalog along with ratings and
tagging. We are also using tags to offer recom-
mendations for similar books. This gives students a
reason to come back to the catalog even to search
for books that they have already read! My wife,
who is a school librarian in a K=12 library, told me
the other day that her students love Fish4info. They
are exploring the library collection in a way they
never did using the OPAC.

In addition to the catalog, we also included a
place for news updates (i.e., a blog), and a one-
click feature that promotes books to the front
page to highlight them in a featured list. The portal
also includes a calendar for upcoming events and

a pathfinder module that can include books from
the catalog, databases from your subscription list,
and Web sites. Web sites are drawn from an inte-
grated del.icio.us-like social bookmarking tool we
call Library Links [see figure 26].
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Figure 26
Fish4info uses Drupal to provide a library portal.

Why did you decide to start this project?

A bit over three years ago when | started in this
position, my first day on the job was a vendor dem-
onstration day coming at the end of a bid process
looking for a new automation system. We found
ourselves rather underwhelmed by all the choices. |
was especially unimpressed by the OPACs. As some-
one new to the library world, | couldn’t understand
why OPACs insisted on giving students access to
MARC records. Our users aren't looking for MARC
records, they are trying to find books. So Fish4info
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was born from my saying that we could do better
ourselves. It took a couple of years for us to figure
out how. We didn’'t know how to create an OPAC
(search was the problem) but we began with book
reviews and had huge successes. A little over a year
ago, IBM released their OmniFind Yahoo! Edition
search engine with a free license up to 500,000 re-
cords. We used that to crawl our books as nodes
and generate a basic search interface. Now we have
migrated back to using Drupal for search, and have
very carefully constructed the environment so that
users can focus on finding instead of searching. The
whole goal was to create what we referred to as a
“positive finding experience.” Thus our logo, Your
search is over, find it here! [see figure 27]
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Figure 27
Drupal allows customized display of search results.

Fish4Info is built on Drupal. Why did you choose
Drupal for this purpose?

The real secret of Fishdinfo is that we didn‘t have to
code the whole thing. While we like to talk about this
portal being developed by the School Library System
of Genesee Valley BOCES, which sounds quite im-
pressive, there are only three of us working on the
project. Only Andy is a real programmer (and he was
an English major), and we all have primary jobs that
we have to work on. As such, we turned to the open-
source Drupal framework to provide the back end
for the system. Drupal has a vibrant development
community who have provided the basis for many
of the modules we are using (book reviews, library
links, calendar, etc.). We have made a few contri-
butions back to the Drupal community including
a MARC module that converts MARC records into
Drupal nodes. Drupal is such a powerful framework
that it can be extended to do almost anything.

What does Fish4lnfo enable school librarians to
do for their communities?

Primarily, it allows them to actually create an online
community. Students have individual logins so they

can write book reviews and otherwise interact with
each other and the books they are reading. Since
it was designed for schools, it is set up to be a se-
cure environment. Nothing that students write will
be published until it is reviewed and approved by
a librarian. This has helped us get past the initial
concern that is sometimes encountered in schools
when it comes to “social” software.

This also lets librarians focus on creating a learning
community. Between featured book lists and path-
finders, librarians can guide students and teachers
to excellent resources. Some of our librarians have
fully adopted this and are having great success.

What is the feature that you like the most?

While the book reviews are very cool and have
been shown to be very educationally beneficial, |
have to admit that my favorite part of Fish4info
are the item details pages. From the beginning,
certain things were banished from Fishdinfo. The
word search was one of them (only shows in the
logo), but more importantly were col. ill. and other
AACR2 formatting strings. Titles do not have a
"/" at the end of them, authors are displayed first
name first, and the number of pages in the book is
just a number and doesn’t also talk about how tall
the book is. Our whole goal was to put the book
cover (from Amazon APl) and summaries (from the
record) at the top of the details page as the two
things our users would be looking at. Everything
else that is necessary is there, but parsed out to
display in English [see figure 28].

Are there any exciting functionalities that your
team is currently working on adding to the
program?

From a technical level, support for 13-digit ISBNs.
On a user level, one of the things we really want
to work on is bringing FRBR to our holdings. Our
school users don’t care as much as academic users
about which edition of the book we have. Having
a book cover that matches what is on the shelf is
critical, but we want to do more to support looking
at one page for everything that is Hamlet: books,
movies, criticism, etc.

What is the future for Fish4Iinfo?

We really aren't sure. Everything is being released
as open source to the Drupal site to enhance fur-
ther work for libraries. We are looking very closely
at the University of Rochester’s eXtensible Catalog
as a more powerful search that could be extended
with the Fish4Info front as a theme. There is quite
a bit of excitement around our region about using
Fishdinfo, so we are looking at piloting it in a few
more districts in neighboring systems.
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Records displayed as nodes in Drupal can be more user-
friendly.

E-Branch in a Box
Idaho Commission for Libraries

Web sites are essential in libraries today, providing both
services and marketing. Many libraries struggle to keep
up with maintaining static HTML pages or do not even
have Web sites. The Idaho Commission for Libraries is
proving that Drupal is the perfect platform for rolling out
a packaged solution that helps libraries meet their Web
development needs through their “E-Branch in a Box”
project.

E-Branch in a Box
http://help.lili.org/node/91

Michael Samuelson is the Web developer for the
Idaho Commission for Libraries. He has worked in librar-
ies since 1995, starting as a shelver at the Boise Public
Library, and has since moved through various positions
and departments and libraries. He has ended up work-
ing in the Internet technology end of things at the state
level. With an undergraduate degree in English literature
and having taken some graduate library courses over the
years, he is mostly self-taught when in the realm of Web
design and development.?

Briefly, what is the Idaho Commission for
Libraries, and what services has it traditionally
provided for its members?

The Idaho Commission for Libraries assists libraries
to build the capacity to better serve their clientele.
That's our mission statement, and it succinctly re-
flects what we do. We were previously called the
Idaho State Library, and we are still involved in the
usual state library activities, just sans-collection. We
do network and consortia building, grants, Talking
Book services, and more. Of course, we have our
E-Branch project, providing Drupal-powered Web
sites to, mainly, public libraries.

Describe the situation in Idaho libraries that led
you to develop the “E-Branch in a Box” program.

Many of Idaho’s libraries are in remote rural set-
tings and limited on staff and funds. For years
we've been trumpeting the value of having a Web
site as a low-cost way to reach out to patrons and
provide, essentially, a virtual branch. What we'd
found, however, by those libraries that had created
sites was they were often out of date or extremely
limited in design and function. “We had a volun-
teer doing the site, but [she or he] has gone off
to college now,” was something we heard from a
number of libraries. We conducted a review of all
public library sites in the state, using a list of ten
criteria that included such questions as:

e Was the library’s name clearly presented
throughout the site?

¢ Did they have their address and hours?
¢ Could you access their catalog online?

Etc.

Pretty basic stuff. We discovered however that
among approximately 140 public libraries, only six
met all ten of our criteria, and many of the librar-
ies sites were so out of date they were advertis-
ing access to periodical databases no longer in our
statewide contract, and still many others just didn't
have any Web presence at all [see figure 29].

What other solutions did you explore before
deciding on Drupal?

Over the years we'd conducted training sessions on
HTML and Web technologies, even going so far as
to provide Web site templates at one point. These
were well-attended and received good feedback,
but it wasn't very often that we saw what we’d
taught put into practice. It eventually occurred to us
many of our libraries didn't have the time to put what
they'd learned into practice, or at least, not until
they'd forgotten much of it. The barriers to entry:

syioday ABojouyday Aseiqr]

800z dunf/Aejy 610 e|E 32IN0SYDD MMM



www.techsource.ala.org May/June 2008

Library Technology Reports

Welcome to Garden Cit E‘_brary - Online

« Men $:30-5:30
» T-Th 5:30-8:00
© Fri5-30530
« e MHEO0-400
= Sun closed
Today ® GCPL
+ Bl Stantime
Eriga 1:000n
more |

Programs & GCPL:
Library Closed Monday, February 18th for rroer=y
President's Dayl Tuwsah
Submited by gardencity on Fetiruary 14, 1008 - 1:20pm. Monday
We wit recpen Tussdey 1he TRA with normal hours.,

= gardenchRy's b “Sgechl Events”

Figure 29
E-Branch in a Box uses Drupal to provide easy library Web sites.

knowledge of the technologies takes time to learn,
and time was what they were already short on.

Why did you choose Drupal?

I'd begun considering coding a content manage-
ment system from the ground up, but thankfully
found the consideration of such a project daunt-
ing and turned instead to evaluating open-source
solutions. Drupal version 4.7 had recently been
released, and was a significant improvement over
previous versions, some of which I'd evaluated
over the years. After testing Drupal’s multisite ca-
pabilities—i.e., its ability to host multiple sites off
a single codebase—I concluded it was a perfect fit
for our project. It was “free,” standards-compliant,
and dedicated to accessible design practices.

What functionality is most important to your
libraries?

The most important functionality for our libraries is
simply the ability for libraries to login to their site,
browse to a page, and edit the contents. This ability
alone has removed the largest barrier to updating
their sites. They don’t have to understand HTML
(though it doesn’t hurt!), FTP, or how to build a site.
They need only know how to use a Web browser,
edit content, and click Submit. It's nearly as simple
as writing an e-mail and clicking Send.

In all fairness, it gets more complicated when the
libraries want to start using images in their content
or create new navigation schemes, but by the time
they want to do this, they're hooked, have bought
in to the service, and are trying to do “more” with
it. That's a good problem to have.

Multi-Site

One of the great advantages of Drupal is that you need the
code only once on your site to create many Web sites. Since
the content and most of the configuration are stored in the
database, you can use multiple databases with your single
download of the Drupal code. FishdInfo and E-Branch in a
Box are both taking advantage of multi-site configurations
to manage multiple sites.

Multi-site works perfectly for library systems serving
members with similar needs. The system can download
and maintain one common set of modules and themes that
libraries can choose from and individualize for their own
usage. The system can then take ownership of the higher
level tasks like code maintenance and training without
needing to be involved with the day to day operation of the
content on the website.

There documentation for setting up your multi-site
configuration is in the /sites/default/settings
.php file. Read the notes very carefully, and consult the
Drupal Web site for problems that may arise.

\_ /

Your tag line is “Out of the box and onto the
web in 30 minutes.” How is this possible?

That's something we came up with early on during
the project. Our initial roll-out involved a training
session with participants wherein they’d prepared
their site’s content ahead of time and we assisted
them with loading it into their pre—laid out sites.
I'd still hold that under perfect circumstances a li-
brary could accomplish this in 30 minutes. In real-
ity, however, not all of the training locations we
secured were ideal—some of the computers were
locked down a bit much, for example, and some
folks took a little more time to get acquainted with
their sites than expected, and we ran into instances
of folks who'd prepared their content in Word—
which complicates the process, since Office likes
to “overthink” things when one does a copy and
paste (see figure 30).

Even though Drupal requires no technical
knowledge of building Web sites, the Drupal
admin pages can often be quite overwhelming
for people; how have you dealt with this?

They can be overwhelming, definitely. How we've
dealt with it is by not giving libraries access to all
parts of the interface, and for those advanced
things that we do grant access to, we've some-



The Libeary O The River

Home:

+ Mon §:30-5:30
Search: Tuesday < T vdoaico
- Frl 5 Bl
i S J * Sat 10:00-4:00
— Teen Tuesdays - Creative Writing + Sun closed
Search | Submitted by gardencky on February 7, 208 - 5:00po. Taen
Today @ GCPL
« Billnqual Storvtime
| Erkday 1:000m
$earch the Catalog Bare
s & Diceciins
16 Ao
0 Programs @ GCPL:
Palicies
At Us Maoda
ProsyEeTy Tuescaw
Caiendac Wednesday
Adult Thucsdiy
Chidres Eriday
Yiso Saturdn
Famiy Zieectil Events
Teers e redia 4t i perenal, met i enthacge
Boits fr e i e AR it
Community Links g T
Blsx
kastin To Your Account - sardencitysblos  Aead more
Hafl oo
Figure 30

E-Branch sites can have many feature areas.

times used the metaphor that these sites are a lot
like a car with all the extras—if you don’t know
what something does, you probably don't need it
worry about it, but it's there in case you want it.
Like a winch.

Early on | decided, for better or worse, I'd like
to make the system as transparent as possible so
someone could see, for instance, which modules
are installed in their site, thus enabling them to
do their research and enter into a dialogue with
us about what their site is capable of doing. We
do impose limits on what functionality we provide,
since we can't support everything everyone wants
to do, but | think we've done the right thing by al-
lowing those dialogues to occur.

Which features and/or modules have you found
most useful for implementing Drupal for your
libraries’ Web sites?

Initially the “killer” feature that raised eyebrows
was the TinyMCE WYSIWYG editor, which al-
lows folks to edit content in a Word-like environ-
ment, but were you to ask me today if | started
over would we use that, I'd say, “No.” TinyMCE is
Word-like—in that it looks like Word and on the
surface behaves like Word, but ultimately it's an
HTML editor and underneath it all it's manipulat-
ing HTML, which can be confounding for a person
who doesn’t understand how HTML works. Folks
get hung up, for instance, on trying to use an H3
tag to make something bold and can’t understand
why it makes the whole paragraph “bold.” It's be-
cause the H3 is a structural tag and a block-level
element and is not for presentation . . ., but folks
don’t understand that, so they erroneously markup
their code using WYSIWYG despite us having spent
a lot of time configuring the editor to try and limit
them to good choices.

I've come to the realization that giving someone
a Drupal site with WYSIWYG editor is like giving
someone a sheet of paper and colored pencils and
saying, “Have at it.” If you'd given them lined pa-
per with a ballpoint pen you'd have gotten some-
thing completely different and would be focusing
on solving different problems. People tend to get
hung up on appearances with WYSIWYG.

That said, we've tried to keep our installations
pretty close to Drupal’s core modules. We have a
few sites using CCK and Views to present book
reviews, and have done some integration of mod-
ules and custom code to present online library card
applications, but for the most part we're focusing
on the essentials.

How much customization do you allow your libraries?

They have a choice of a handful of themes—with
more on the way. We provide the ability to switch
out some pages’ themes so libraries can use sum-
mer reading designs when that’s in season. And we
use the Image Assist module to allow libraries to
place images into their content.

What have been the biggest challenges?

The same one our libraries faced when they wanted
to have sites on their own: time. This project was
put into the mix among an already full slate of proj-
ects our agency is involved in, and | don’t think any
of us realized how much time it would ultimately
require. When we started the project, | was the
only technical person working on it and since then
we have hired a Web designer, Eric Hildreth, who
helps with the project and also has taken over the
day-to-day tasks related to our own agency Web
site (which uses Drupal as well). This last fall Eric
put together a 70-page handbook on the E-Branch
service, which we've posted online at http:/help
lili.org/handbook. That's been quite a help.

E-Branch Handbook
http://help.lili.org/handbook

What has the response from your libraries and
patrons been?

They love it. We've seen a number of library sites
really take off and come up with new ways to reach
their patrons—especially by marketing library pro-
grams. | heard just the other day from a participant
who said she’'d had folks at her storytime find out
about it through the Web site.

One thing I'm delighted to see is that some of
our sites have actually developed their own net-
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works of support and help each other grow and
add to their online Web presence.

Where do you see the E-Branch in a Box program
going?

We plan to continue to follow Drupal as that proj-
ect releases new and improved versions, and sub-
sequently we'll continue to provide training and
support for our participants. At current we have
52 participating sites and a number waiting in the
wings. It's our hope to continue help grow and ma-
ture these sites, and to bring more interested librar-
ies into the fold.

Notes

1.

2.

Michelle Boule, “Fishing for Results: In Interview with
Christopher Harris,” www.techsource.ala.org/blog,/2008/
02/fishing-for-results-in-interview-with-christopher-harris
.html (accessed Feb. 15, 2008).

Interview with Michael Samuelson by the author on Jan.
31, 2007.



