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Technology challenges librarians to be perpetually learning and adapting, particularly with the Internet being at the forefront of today's society and such an integral part of what we do.  Librarians are uniquely positioned in this culture to be both learners and leaders.  Members of the Web Advisory Committee thought it would be valuable to create a record of our experience and impressions in the reconstruction of the MLA web site as we assumed the role of learner in this new process, but also of leader in the continuing evolution of the site.  Hopefully these impressions bring a human touch to a project that relied heavily on organizational and technical skills, but really at its heart is about the people who will be using it.

The impetus for redesigning the MLA Web site came shortly on the heels of a newly redesigned site. In… (need date) MLA had updated the look to match its new logo and colors, but the design was still based on static HTML and pages had to go through an intermediary to be loaded on the server. Larry Neal, of Clinton-Macomb Public Library, was the chair of the Library Technology Division, and was frustrated at the amount of time it took to get updates to the site. There were also frustrating issues related to printing, navigation and the fuzzy background at the top of each page. In 2003 he accepted an appointment as chair of the Web Advisory Committee.

Gretchen Krug, also of Clinton-Macomb Public Library, was the web master for the Reference Division at that time, and now serves as chair of the WAC.  She also cites the cumbersome multi-step process of updating pages as a major factor leading to the re-design of the Web site.  “You had to make changes in your own software, then post them in a form which you would send off to a practice server.  Then, you would have to wait for them to get back to you with server permissions.  The whole process could take days.”

At an early meeting of the 2003 WAC, the committee charted a course for improving the Web site and for envisioning what the site should offer. The resulting document was the Blueprint for MLA’s Electronic Future. The document is rich with ideas, from electronic voting to an enhanced professional directory. In 2004, Neal volunteered to take on Webmaster duties for the MLA Web site in order to help save the association $300 per month during a period of financial difficulty. During this period, progress was made in improving site navigation, adding electronic forms for Annual Conference and Spring Institute registration, and adding a search feature. Electronic voting was also introduced to the association through the Library Technology Division, first for a bylaws vote and then for officers. Association-wide electronic voting was offered in 2006. first for the association bylaws and then for the election of association officers. Asante Cain stepped up to assist with Webmaster duties in 2006.

While Neal and Cain maintained the site, the WAC came to the conclusion that to meet the long-term goals for MLA’s electronic services the site would need to be redesigned from scratch. Content should be separate from presentation so that the look could be easily changed, updating should be simple, real-time and available to trained content managers, and the site should display and print properly in a wide range of browsers. The Michigan library community is rich in talent and the WAC strove to pool that talent into a site that should represent the association’s best.

Krug worked on graphic design elements and the site architecture.  Janet Yanosko and Sara Memmott conducted usability testing on prototype pages in a lab at U of M Dearborn. They converted Krug’s designs into HTML and later CSS so that the pages would display and print properly in a variety of browsers as well as work well in screen readers.  Anne Karle-Zenith of MSU tested several calendar applications programs, before a decision was made to purchase one.  Later, however, the calendar application was abandoned when the committee made a decision to adopt Drupal, an open source content management system (CMS) as the platform for the new Web site.

The decision to adopt Drupal was largely the result of the fact that the CMS was already being used by committee member Roshayne Jaimon to build a new Web site for the Ann Arbor District Library, and also by committee member Eric Owen at Eastern Michigan University.  Using the Drupal CMS means that once the Web site is fully functional, MLA staff, and unit Web masters will be able to update their own pages, without knowing html, or owning software themselves.  “The only requirement will be a Web browser,” Jaimon said. The Ann Arbor District Library was critical in the development of the new site, offering to host the test server, configure the CMS system and install a variety of modules for the required features for the new site. Jaimon, Yanosko and Memmott took on the task of moving the finalized design into Drupal templates.

Eric Owen took on the task of looking at the site from the viewpoint of the MLA group Web masters, analyzing what kind of content they were posting and determining the easiest way to conduct the typical tasks, such as uploading minutes and posting events. He developed training materials and courses to empower MLA members to keep their portion of the site updated.

Other members of the WAC, including Emily Barton of Michigan State University, Asante Cain of Grand Rapids Public Library, and Susan Hunnicutt of Wayne County Library, are working on content for various pages.

***

Members of the committee were asked to talk about their current positions, and to comment on what they have learned as a result of working on this project.

Emily Barton is a reference technology librarian and science bibliographer at Michigan State University.  “I do quite a bit of Web development in my current position,” she said. “I have the basics in a few programming languages and the ability to do quite a few things as far as web development is concerned.  As a new librarian, I have learned that a committee with a lot of take away work is a good way to learn not only new technology skills, but time management as well.”

Asante Cain is a Regional Branch Manager for the Grand Rapids Public Library.  “By the time I joined the WAC the majority of the work left was to transfer the content from the old site to the new site.  Basic word processing skills and a limited understanding of html was all that was needed to move over the old content.  I would encourage any and everyone to become involved in an MLA committee, division or roundtable.  It’s an opportunity to network and learn new skills.”

Susan Hunnicutt is a Youth Services Librarian for Wayne County Library in River Rouge.  “My present position involves very little Web development work.  I volunteered for the WAC because I wanted to push my learning curve.  I have learned a lot of new language—usability testing, content management system, breadcrumbs.  I have also benefited from meeting other librarians.  It has been a wonderful experience, seeing how this project has come together by building on the gifts, and the determination, of committee members.”

Roshayne Jaimon is Digital Services Developer at the Ann Arbor District Library.  “I am heavily involved with technology and web work, so my skills were a good fit with the work of this group,” she said.  “We chose Drupal as the content management system for the new MLA site.  Its familiarity to me made it a natural choice.  I feel that one of the biggest challenges for this project was the actual conversion from a conventional static site to a site managed through a CMS in both concept and implementation.  Not many libraries are doing this, so it was definitely new territory for this group.  It involved a significant learning curve for most of us, but I think we have risen to the challenge to produce a site that will allow for growth, change and expansion for MLA’s future.  I am hoping we can attract potential committee members with similar technical skills who can continue the work we started.”

Gretchen Krug is a branch manager for Clinton Macomb Public Library.  “I started learning about web design several years ago in a previous library job through self-taught methods and lots of trial and error.  The project of converting the MLA site was particularly ambitious because we were moving to a new model from the conventional web site.  It was like learning a new culture.  Being involved in such a large-scale project has made me appreciate the specialized skills from graphics arts and writing to programming and database construction that are involved in creating a really progressive site.  Clearly it is a huge task—all done through volunteer work.  I think our biggest hurdle was going from the idealistic dreaming stage to the “what-do-we-need-to-learn-to-make-this-happen” phases...a journey of many steps.

Sara Memmott is a librarian at the University of Michigan-Dearborn, where she is Web site coordinator, education librarian and reference librarian.  “As Web site coordinator, I manage the Web site content and organization and work with other librarians on the design and coding.  My web development skills are strong in some areas and weak in others.  I have been very impressed with the willingness of MLA members to volunteer their time on this project.  I think the group has a strong feeling that this is an important project, and that a more functional Web site will make a big difference to MLA members and the organization.

Larry Neal is the director of the Clinton-Macomb Public Library and has significant experience in developing and implementing technology in a library environment. “An association is only as good as its membership, and we have significant talent and expertise in Michigan. This has been a very long process, but the end result will be something we can all be proud of and hopefully share as a model for other associations around the country. It has been a great collaboration between a variety of types of libraries, and we basically carried the electronic face of MLA through a very difficult point in the association’s history. I think this new site will reflect the general optimism I feel about getting MLA back on track and ready for the future.”

Eric Owen is Assistant Professor and Digital Library/ Information Systems Librarian at Eastern Michigan University.  “I do a fair amount of Web development work with probably 25% of my time focused on Web and computer systems development.  I have good Web development skills but I am weaker at some (graphic design, CSS, XML, PHP scripting ) and stronger at others (HTML, Java script, PERL.)  I have learned a large amount about the administrative features of the Drupal system while working on this project and a related one at EMU.  I have been somewhat frustrated by the inconsistency of certain features or options in Drupal (and other similar systems) when faced with a multitude of browser/ platform choices.  Everything takes longer than expected, even more so when you’re working with an all-volunteer force.

Janet Yanosko…

Ann Karle Zenith is a metadata librarian at Michigan State University.  “I am working with the Tech Services Unit to reorganize their intranet content and put it onto a sub-site of the library Web site.  I am also on the “WebTech” committee—we are currently working on redesigning the library Web site.  I feel my strengths are in the areas of information architecture and usability.  I can work with Dreamweaver and do HTML coding to put together very simple pages, but other than that, I am pretty much a novice.”

