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Automation software is better than
ever—and it even encourages sharing

By Walter Minkel

J chool ]ibrar}‘ automation systemns aren’t what they used
r to be—and that’s encouraging news. The earlier gen-
cration of systems—those created in the 1980s and
1990s—did an adiirable job of compiling a school’s
collection inte a database. But the latest generation is
far more ambitious: it’s capable of gathering together hundreds
of school collections into a smg]c, umﬁc(] catalog. In other
words, instead ol keeping track of “merely” 30,000 items, the
new systems keep tabs on millions of holdings, including books,
tapes, CDs, DVDs, Web sites, and subscription databases.
Many educational institutions have taken advantage of the new
systers in the last few vears, which, in turn, have sparked an un-
expected revolution: more schools, districts, and cven regions
than ever before are sharing library materials. Although this
practice has been common among public lilraries for more
than a decade, widespread sharing of materials had been rare
among school libraries. And that's not the only positive change
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weve seen. What follows is a close look
at the recent trends in library automation
systemns, as well as a preview of what you
can expect in the near future.

Integrated Library Systems: If vour

school’s automation system isn't an in-
tegrated library system (11.S), chances are it soon will become
one. An ILS blends districts” catalogs and collections inta a
single, unified database, or union catalog. This often means
that for the first time, materials in an individual school’s col-
leetion can be requested from anvwhere in the district or re-
gion. An integrated library system also relies on ene soflware
systemn, ralher than on several companies’ products, as in
vears past. [LSs—such as lolletl’s Destiny, Sagebrush’s Ac-
cent, and Dynix’s [ lorizon —offer many similar fcaturcs such
as remote access and the ability to manage a greater amount,
and variety, of resourecs.

Although the Albuquerque (NM) public schoels have
keen running well on Sagebrusl’s elder Athena system for
the last 10 years, Library Media Manager Omar Durant says
it’s definitely time to purchase an integrated librasy system.
One big reason is that an ILS’s centralized database is up-
dated automatically whencver books are declared lost or
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items arc weeded from the collection —something Du-
rant’s present system can’t do. “We have 11 high schools,
and it's not uncommon for students to move around
among two or three of those scheols,” he explains. “Right
now there’s no easy way to check whether those students
have textboaks out, or library books.”

Durant cstimates that it will cost approximately
$300,000 to convert to a new system that will manage
each media center’s collection, as well as the district’s text-
books and §,500 videos. Library staff members will each
nced about six hours of training on the new system, and

tomation companies, such as Follett and Dynix, are now
promoting the use of their software on thin-client termi-
nals—an inexpensive aiternative to full-fledged comput-
ers. Thin clients are simple devices that are driven by a
server and have no hard drives or software of their own
(see “Stretch Your Network,” August 2002, pp. 52-53).

Web and Database Searches Accessibie from the Catalog:
Since students often rush right to Google, instead of
scarching for books and other library materials, many ven-
dors are offering the option of including recommended

media specialists will need another three or
four months to get teachers and students up
to speed. But Durant thinks the benefits of
an ILS far cutweigh its considerable cost and
the hassle of converting to a new system.
[aving the most current collection informa-
tion at library users’ fingertips will save
evervone a lot of time, he says.

But switching to an 1S has a dark side, “If
vou're looking at a new system, vou'll end up
with a more complex svstem, whether yon
want one or nol,” cautions Jane Prestebak,
program director of the Rohbinsdale (MN)
Area Community Fducation Center, who has
seen nmany districts update their antiguated
systems. Not every educator enjoys moving to
a massive, centralized system, she says—espe-
cially media specialists who are migrating
from an individual-building system to a dis-
trictwide one for the first time.

The biggest problem, adds Prestcbak, is an
individual’s feeling of lass of control, or free-
dom, over the way a collection is managed.
“When you join a system with hundreds of 1i-
braries sharing one system, the group has to
make hundreds of decisions, and sometimes
those decisions have been alrcady made for
vou,” she says. For example, some media spe-
cialists may allow their students to have three
books everdue before they're prohibited from
checking out more titles; while other librari-
ans may lolerate only one or bwo overdue ti-
tles. But with an ILS, all of the district's media
specialists must agree on a single set of rules.

Web-based Systems and Thin Clients: Unlike
the earliest lext-based automation software,
the current crop is, of course, Web-based
and graphic to nature, enabling students to
navigate through hyperlinks from record to
record, and hep easily from one type of

- »Does the database utilize a Structured Query Language format that allows

trict recently set up one. Here are some questions he thinks are worth ask-
ing an automation vendor:

=Will the system give our district the ability to meat state report criteria, such
as age-of-collection reports or any other statistical document we need?

+How is the importing of MARC records handled? Will extra software, such as
MARC Magician or EZCat, be necessary to make cataioging smaooth?

« Will a few people be able to handle the cataloging in a timely manner?

*How easy is it to password-protect catalog records, so that only approved
staff members can edit MARC records?

«Is there a broad-based search feature that lets users search the catalog,
subscription databases, and a coflection of Web sites?

*Do error messages appear in simple English, or in an inscrutable mix of
numbers and letters?

*Is it easy to create databases of nonprint items, such as laptops and audio-
visual equipment?

+Does the system handle the circulation of textbooks? Do we want the text-
book database and the Jibrary catalog to be able to share data?

«Are users able to handle things themselves as much as possible, without
making a lot of calls to tech support?

+ Can help files be tailored to the individual district's procedures? Can | write
my own custom PDF files, so they can be printed out as “cheat sheets”?

+[s there an interface available that's appropriate for primary-grade students?

staff memi_aers to gustomize reports, overdue letters, and other documents?

materizl to another, such as from reference books to
VHS tapes. Since the new automation systems require
only a Web browser, they're nat tethered to any particu-
lar kind of hardware, which means they work equally
well on a Windows PC or a Macintosh. But some au-

Web sites in their automated catalogs. Follett, for example,
has created WebPath Express, a subscription database of
Web sites for K12 students {$595 per school). The com-
pany provides MARC records for the selected Web sites,
and links to the sites will appear on students’ search-results
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for schools and
library systerns

To be released in 2004

Windows, UNIX

Forta! be certified by interface for primary- (for those who know
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2y or Word
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Mandarin Ubrary Automation Inc.
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Boca Raton, Ft. 33427
(800) 426-7477
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Mandarin M3 Core
for schools

*Mandarin M3 Complete

for larger systems

M3 Web OPAC Deluxe

Windows

Bulletin Board feature
lets educators post heip
files and lists

Report generator pro-
vides 900 default
reports; custom reports
available as part of
maintenance fee

Sagebrush Corporation
3601 Minnesota Dr., Suite 550
Minneapolis, MN 55435
{800) 328-2923
(952) 656-2999
www.sagebrushcom.com

*Accent
for districls
Athena
for schools
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for schools and districts

Pinpoint

Accent: Windows
NT/2000 and UNIX

Athena: Windows only

Spectrum: Windows, Mac

Alt systems have cus-
tomizable interfaces

All systems have built-in
reports; custom reports {
may be created to save {
as Excel documents or |
other reporting software {

Softlink America Enc.
5482 Wilshire Blvd., Suite 1540
Los Angeles, CA 90036
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Softlink Alice for
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Softlink Alice offers
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700 prepared reposs.

* Denotes a large-scale, district-wide integrated library system with a centralized union catalog.



pages, alongside listings for books and other library mate-
rials. Carric Jo Parmley, a media specialist at John Tyler
High School in Tyler, ‘I'X, says that she and her students
like WebPath Fxpress beeause “the process eliminates ex-
lra searches —and time.”

Librarians, of course, often want magazine and newspa-
per articles from their subscription databases to appear in
a catalog search, and lollett’s Find-Tt-All ($1,398 with two
services, One Scarch and Knowledge Links) and Sage-
brush’s Pinpoint ($825 the first year, for schools with 500
students) do just that. Both sofbware products enable stu-
dents to search through evervthing available to library
users—including the library catalog, Web sites, and sub-
scription databases—and it's even possible to add other li-
brary catalogs, such as the local public library’s or a nearby
college’s, to your own catalog.
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Centralized Cataloging: Since an
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ILS requires that the same titles {522 g
hear the same Dewey numbers i
and identical catalog records, li-
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grated library systems is only one step in the journey. Au-
tomation vendors have plenty of proposals for the future
of library systems. Follett, for example, has issucd a white
paper that proposcs that someday each district will install
and maintain its automation software in a single central-
ized location. Access to the catalog, circulation software,
and system options, for both staff and students, would be
through a standard Web browser. Thus libraries, which
rarely need more than a browser lo access their catalog,
databases, and Web sites, would be able to function easily
with a thin client, a desktop PC, a laptop, or even a hand-
held device, such as a Palm. The basic motivation for cen-
tralization, says Follett, is to cul maintenance costs, and
let the system run effectively with the least amount of
technical support.

Dynix, in a white paper of its own, says access to future
versions of its [orizon Information Portal will one day be
available  through  everything
from hardwired workstations to
cellphones. System users would
simply lype their requests into a

brary materials are now being cat- new search tool, which would
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aloged centrally. But agreeing on S R feature spell checking and a the-
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the best method isn’t as simple as agoutweighlitslconsiderablefcost | saurus in English, Spanish, and

it s<.>11.ncis, says Pr;stclnak, because andlthelhassieloficonventing ; other ]zmgpagcs. Dynix says th:at

individual libraries often have ¢ future versions of its products will

their own way of doing things. For

tofalnew]systems

enable users to rate resources,
Psimilar  to the  way  that

example, Esther Iorbes’s Johnny
Tremain was originally published
in 1943, but today most—but not all —libraries include a
catalog record of only the 1998 hardcover edition, or per-
haps one of the paperback or cassette editions. Every [i-
brary, says Prestebak, must decide how many separate
records it will create for a title, and its system must recon-
cile recards that were created at various times by different
librarians. “I'or a new system, the learning curve can be in-
credible,” she savs. “Training people and cleaning up data
are your biggest expenses.”

Generating Special Reports: Oldcer versions of automation
software had a tough time creating special statistical re-
potts. For example, trying to create a report describing the
age of your collection {sorted by copyright date, and the
average age of titles in a particular Dewey category) usu-
ally required specialized—and often expensive —techni-
cal support from the vendor. But now, in response to
numereus requests from districts and states, integrated li-
brary systemns typically make it a cinch for librarians to cre-
ate special reports. Dan Ritchie, a librarian at Kirkland
Juniar High in Redmond, WA, uses Follett's Destiny sys-
tem to create sophisticated sets of statistics on the age and
usage pattern of items in his library's collection; the system
can also automnatically generate letters and overdue
notices that are then mailed to students” homes.

The Future of School Library Automation Systems: Technol-
ogy, of course, never pauses, and the move toward inte-

Amazan.com and Barnes & No-
ble’s Wels site el visitors offer their comments and reviews.
Dynix is now working on a search tool that “will run two
orders of magnitude faster than the current engine” with
added search features, such as the ability to specify which
catalogs to search first.

Will these systems of the future lead to automation nir-
vana? Don’t hold your breath, says Bill Groth, head of tech-
nical support for the Baltimore County (MD) School
District. “Is there such a thing as a perfeet automation sys-
tem?” asks Groth, thetorically. “It hasn't been invented yet,
but we're making strides in that direction.”

Walter Minkel is SL]'s techmology editor.
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