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American Social History Online, the portal for the Mellon funded DLF Aquifer Development for Interoperability across Scholarly Repositories:  American Social History Online project was released at DLF Fall Forum in November. The project is focused on enabling scholarly use of distributed digital collections. Using the portal, which is also optimized for discovery by commercial search engines, giving greater exposure to important collections, scholars can capture citations from American Social History Online in Zotero as shown in the screen shot below. Eventually, teachers and students will be able to find and use the material through the Sakai course management system based on development at Indiana University. Collections will also be accessible through an open source federated search solution the University of Illinois at Urbana Champaign (UIUC) is developing. The federated search will include commercial content and locally held collections as well as the materials in American Social History Online.
With Mellon funding, the Digital Library Federation (DLF) hired a small, distributed core team in March 2007 to augment the significant resources contributed through working groups by Aquifer participant libraries. DLF provides project leadership, management and administrative support for the project. Core team members are:
· Susan Harum, Business Analyst/Assessment expert, based at UIUC

· Chick Markley, Systems Architect, contractor, based in Berkeley, California

· Tom Habing, Research Programmer/Developer, based at UIUC

· Kat Hagedorn, Data Analyst, based at University of Michigan

Susan Harum and Chick Markley work full time on the project; Tom Habing and Kat Hagedorn devote half their time to it.

The Aquifer working groups remain actively engaged in schema and tool development, community engagement and as advisors to the core team. The metadata working group published MODS Guidelines Levels of Adoption that tie richness of metadata to user service, answers to frequently asked questions and a MARC to MODS transformation tool to support libraries contributing collections to American Social History Online. University of Tennessee, Knoxville has developed a MODS metadata tool that validates MODS records against the levels of adoption. All this material and more can be found on the Aquifer wiki, hosted by Indiana University. 

The portal currently provides access through MODS metadata records harvested using the Open Archives Initiative Protocol for Metadata Harvesting (OAI-PMH) to over 250,000 digital objects in 40 collections from 6 libraries. The portal was developed using Ruby on Rails with Solr for indexing and XSL is used to transform MODS to Solr. American Social History Online has incorporated a number of tools developed elsewhere. Asset actions for images are implemented in the portal by using ThumbGrabber, developed at UIUC and the Collectus tool developed by University of Virginia. The portal also incorporates the Simile Timeline developed at MIT and a date normalization tool for metadata developed by the California Digital Library. The project makes use of the MODS metadata harvesting development at the University of Michigan and the Digital Library Federation collection registry at UIUC both of which were set up as part of a previous IMLS grant to the Digital Library Federation.

Next steps are to add faceted browse to the portal, to bring in more content, integrate asset actions into the workflow and extend them to other formats, progress on the Sakai integration and the federated search solution, and plan assessment activities. The portal is still in development and we welcome testing and feedback. Please log bug reports and feature requests at http://sourceforge.net/projects/dlf-aquifer/.
In addition to benefiting scholars by making digital material easier to find and use, DLF Aquifer benefits the digital library community by creating open source code, reusable schemas and model processes. The core team used an agile development process adapted for a distributed team working in a research library environment to create the American Social History Online portal. This documented experience may be useful to others who wish to introduce more formal but lightweight processes at home.

A key component of the project is evaluation by scholars, which began with agile development. The portal, retrieval through commercial search services, the Zotero integration and the Sakai and federated search solutions will be evaluated using an array of quantitative and qualitative measures designed by the services working group. The assessment will be critical in charting a path for sustaining American Social History Online as a service to scholars or as software components that are easy to integrate into other projects with similar goals. The project is scheduled to complete by March 2009.
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